ACCOMPANIED BY HIS WIFE 


by 

Mary Burchell 

The deception grew entirely out of hand 

For the sake of Mrs. Harnby, Michael’s sweet but ailing mother, Patricia agreed to the 
fantastic suggestion that she masquerade for a few days as Michael Hamby’s new wife. 

How was she to know the deception would spread so widely—with disastrous consequences 
that would threaten both her future and Michael’s? 

But the most unexpected consequence was the realization that Patricia actually enjoyed 
having Michael as a “mock” husband, even though she knew he was pining for the woman he 
had lost! 



CHAPTER I 


Mrs. Enderby Elmes regarded Patricia with, vague, pale blue eyes and slowly shook her head. 

‘No. I’m afraid, in those circumstances, you would not do at all. I don’t know how I came to confuse 
you in my mind with Miss Browne—I think it must have been Miss Browne. My memory is so bad— 
I’m not very strong, you know.’ 

‘If she means she’s weak in the head, I agree,’ thought Patricia viciously. But aloud she simply 
said: 

‘It is easy to get strangers mixed, of course. But, since I am here, don’t you think you might give 
me a trial? I really would love to look after your two little girls, and—’ 

‘Quite impossible!’ Mrs. Enderby Elmes was emphatic. ‘My dear husband was quite explicit. He 
wished the children to be brought up by someone with French training. French children are always 
taught to behave so beautifully. That was why he wanted an Englishwoman with French experience. 
He considered it the ideal combination. I could have sworn that it was your letter which mentioned 
experience in a French family.’ 

She gazed appealingly at Patricia, as though, even now, Patricia might recollect several years’ 
residence in France which had slipped her memory for the moment. 

But Patricia smiled regretfully and shook her head. 

‘I’m sorry, Mrs. Elmes. You did indeed confuse my letter with someone else’s. I can’t claim any 
experience in a French family.’ 

Mrs. Enderby Elmes sighed again. 

‘Well then, I’m afraid that does settle it. I am very sorry. Naturally, I will pay your fare back to town.’ 

With the terrible consciousness that her purse contained exactly four and eleven pence halfpenny, 
Patricia wondered distractedly if she could bring herself to insist that she should be paid the return 
fare, since she had already been put to the expense of coming to Fallershaw. 

However, with a generous air of striking the balance between the single and return fares, Mrs. 
Elmes was already taking two pound notes from her handbag. As she held them out languidly, any 
protest which Patricia might have made died in her throat. 

‘I am extremely sorry,’ Mrs. Elmes repeated, but this time her tone indicated quite clearly that the 
interview was over. 

A very correct and singularly prosperous-looking maid showed Patricia out. The handsome front 
door was shut quietly upon her, and two minutes later she was walking down the drive, away from 



the job which had been going to solve all her problems. 


As Patricia turned into the lane which led to the station, she was aware of a terrible and aching 
blankness. She was not a girl who cried easily, or tears would most certainly have come at that 
moment. As it was, she walked steadily on, a little as though she were in a nightmare, hardly able, 
even now, to take in the fact that this last blow had really fallen. 

Two pounds four shillings and eleven pence halfpenny. And then—nothing. Quite literally nothing, 
because she had already sold whatever was saleable. 

That was the worst of it. There was such a terrible completeness about the financial disaster which 
had overtaken Father. It had swept away everything. Not only income and capital, but the roof over 
one’s head, the very bed in which one slept—even the table from which one might have eaten the 
meals which had become so curiously inadequate. 

Since the disgrace of utter failure had literally broken Father’s heart, the only thing one could 
decently do after he had gone had been to sell up everything and pay as many as possible of the 
debts which had distressed him so terribly. It was a good thing really that Mother had died so many 
years ago—except that Patricia sometimes thought even extra responsibility would have been 
better than the feeling of being utterly alone. 

Friends were kind, of course—some of them embarrassingly kind. But then Father’s failure had 
involved more than one of them, and. how could one take from people who had already lost through 
knowing one’s family? 

Patricia’s steps grew slower. It was hot, and the dusty walk had made her tired and thirsty. She 
would sit down for a while on the grass at the side of the road. She had time now—all the time in the 
world. And it didn’t matter if she crumpled her linen suit. The necessity for looking cool and well- 
groomed and spick-and-span had tragically ceased to exist. 

For two or three minutes she remained absolutely still. Then realities asserted themselves again. It 
was absurd to sit there doing nothing. She might be missing the last train back to London, for there 
could be only two or three in the day. And then what was she to do? 

The urgency of that brought her to her feet—a good deal dazzled by the sudden return of the bright 
sunlight. Without thinking what she was doing, she stepped out into the road, still shading her eyes 
from the sun. And at that moment, round the corner swept a long, low-built sports car, travelling at 
considerable speed. 

There was the scream of brakes applied too late, the skidding of wheels in the soft white dust of 
the road, and the next thing Patricia knew was that she was lying at the side of the road again, very 
much more dazed than when she had stood up. 

She was vaguely aware that the car had come to a standstill a few yards away, and that a tall man 
was bending over her, speaking with a sort of impatient anxiety. 

‘Good lord! I’m sorry. But what a damn-fool thing for you to do—charging out into the road like that. 
Are you hurt?’ 



N—no, I don’t think so. At least, not much 


Patricia sat up slowly, a good deal relieved to find there was an arm to lean against, because she 
felt very dizzy. 

‘You don’t feel any pain anywhere?’ 

‘No.’ She thoughtfully rubbed a much bruised leg. 

‘That’s a bit bruised, I think.’ 

‘I expect it is. I caught you with my left mudguard.’ 

Patricia looked up into imperious, searching dark eyes, and managed to smile. 

‘I’m all right—really. And it was my own fault, anyway.’ 

‘Well, yes—it was.’ He made no polite protestations about that. ‘But I was travelling fast,’ he 
admitted. And then—‘I’m afraid I was—worried, and wasn’t thinking about the possibility of young 
women throwing themselves under my wheels.’ 

‘I was worried too,’ Patricia said slowly, ‘and I suppose that’s why I stepped out into the road 
without looking.’ 

He didn’t take that up, but said instead: 

‘Anyway, I don’t think there is any serious harm done. Would you like to see if you can stand?’ 

Patricia got slowly to her feet, his arm still supporting her, and then he stooped to retrieve her 
handbag and the expensive gloves. 

‘All right?’ 

‘Yes. Quite all right now, thank you.’ 

‘Can I give you a lift-anywhere? I daresay you still feel a bit shaky.’ 

‘Oh—I don’t want to take you out of your way.’ 

He shrugged. 

‘I’m going to London. A slight detour would hardly matter.’ 

To London! And the fare was thirty shillings. 

Without giving herself time to reflect, Patricia spoke breathlessly. 

‘Could you—could you possibly take me to London, please?’ 

She felt sure, from the way his eyebrows shot up, that he thought her request an imposition. But, 



having just practically run, her over he could hardly refuse. 

‘Certainly, if that is where you want to go,’ he said stiffly. 

‘It’s very—important,’ she explained, and felt her colour rise. 

Then please come.’ He held open the door of the car for her. ‘Though, if it is a question of time,’ 
he pointed out dryly, ‘you would probably do it more quickly by train.’ 

‘It—it isn’t a question of time,’ Patricia said, and with difficulty restrained herself from adding that 
it was a question of money. 

He settled her in the car and offered her a rug. 

‘No, thank-you.’ And then she suddenly remembered something else. ‘Oh, please—I’m so sorry, 
but could we—could we call at the station? I have a case there.’ 

Again she saw that fleeting expression of disagreeable astonishment, and although he said, ‘Of 
course,’ she felt sure he was putting her down as a pretty cadger. 

‘You will have to tell me where the station is,’ was all he said, as he started the car. ‘I’m afraid I 
don’t know this part of the world. I’ve just motored up from the coast.’ 

Patricia directed him, and when they reached the station he collected her case and put it in the 
back of the car with a fairly good grace, though she could not help thinking his whole air suggested 
that he didn’t often get himself landed with the job of collecting luggage for strange young women. 

Perhaps Patricia’s companion thought that he was entitled to a little curiosity by now. Or perhaps 
he just felt that some sort of conversation was called for if they were to make the several hours’ 
journey to London together. 

‘Are you cutting short a boring visit?’ he hazarded, after they had driven some way in silence. 

‘Oh—no.’ Patricia roused herself with an effort. 

‘No, it wasn’t that.’ Then, suddenly deciding that he was indeed entitled to some sort of 
explanation, ‘I really went there to take up a job. I was to be governess-companion to two little girls. 
But their mother had got me mixed with another applicant. I didn’t happen to have the one 
qualification she considered essential. So I—I lost the job, after all.’ 

‘Hard lines,’ he said casually, evidently without the slightest idea of the magnitude of the disaster. 

‘Yes, it is rather—awkward.’ Patricia’s voice was suddenly much smaller than she had meant it to 
be. That was why I—I had to pluck up courage to ask you for a lift. ’ 

‘I don’t quite see the connection,’ he said with brutal frankness. ‘Unless, of course, there wasn’t a 
train back to town so late in the afternoon.’ 


Then I think,’ Patricia said, with a faint but irrepressible smile, ‘that you have never known what it 



is to be really hard up.’ 

He looked haughtily astonished for a moment at such a personal remark. Then, as her meaning 
dawned on him, he said: 

‘Oh, good heavens, I beg your pardon for being so dense. I ought to have understood before. I am 
very glad you asked me for the lift if—’ he flushed slightly, and finished—‘I mean, in the 
circumstances.’ 

Thank you. That’s nice of you.’ 

There was silence after that for a few minutes. Then he said slowly: 

‘So that was what you meant when you said you were worried, and stepped into the road without 
looking.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Rather a blow, losing that job?’ he inquired, not quite so casually this time. 

‘Very much so.’ 

‘Your kind of job isn’t specially easy to get, I take it?’ 

‘Not specially. Particularly if you haven’t any experience. And I haven’t.’ 

‘No. You didn’t somehow look like a governess.’ 

‘Didn’t I? I’m disappointed.’ Patricia smiled. ‘I tried very hard to look the part.’ 

‘You look more interesting than a governess,’ he said. 

That was a simple statement of fact, she saw, and was not in anyway intended as a compliment. 

‘Oh, thank you.’ Patricia smiled slightly. ‘But I wouldn’t mind looking deadly uninteresting at the 
moment, if it would mean a job.’ 

‘You’ve been rather suddenly thrown on your own resources, haven’t you?’ he said, looking ahead 
down the straight road in front of them. 

‘Yes. How did you guess?’ 

‘Oh—from the various things you said. Would you like to tell me about it? I don’t want to seem 
inquisitive, but we have a long drive in front of us, and I suppose we must talk about something.’ 

‘It’s not inquisitive. In fact, it’s nice of you to be interested—if you would be interested.’ 

‘I’m sure I should. Besides, sometimes one is glad to get away from one’s own thoughts.’ 

She glanced at him then, and decided, for the first time, that behind that air of rather haughty 



coolness that was something else, he was deadly worried. 

‘I’m afraid it isn’t a specially interesting story.’ She wondered with sudden diffidence if it would not 
be more of a nuisance than a diversion. But the silence seemed to invite her to go on. 

‘Shall I begin with my name?’ 

‘Unless you like to remain anonymous.’ 

‘No. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t know it—and the surname explains most of my story. It’s 
Rolman—Patricia Rolman.’ 

The car swerved very slightly. 

‘Did you say—Patricia?’ He seemed completely taken aback by that. So much that the rest of her 
name appeared to pass unnoticed. 

‘Well—yes. Why not?’ Patricia, was surprised. 

‘What an extraordinary thing!’ he muttered. 

‘But it’s not a very uncommon name.’ She looked amused. 

‘No, no. I know. But it happens to be my wife’s name.’ 

Even so, thought Patricia, that hardly warranted such stupefaction. 

‘It isn’t like Ermyntrude or Georgiana,’ she pointed out. ‘Quite a lot of people are called Patricia, 
you know.’ 

‘Yes, yes. I know.’ He was not the least bit amused, she saw. ‘Only, in the circumstances—well, 
please go on. I’m interrupting the story.’ 

‘There’s remarkably little to tell, I’m just realising. Only that my father was Edgar Rolman—’ 

‘Who came a financial cropper at the end of last year?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Big copper interests, hadn’t he?’ 

‘Yes. That was the main thing. But I’m afraid he speculated in other things too. He lost everything 
—absolutely everything, down to the last farthing. I didn’t know one could be comfortably off one 
week and so entirely without anything the next.’ 

‘No. It’s a pretty hard world if you come down heavily on the wrong side of the fence,’ he agreed. 
‘What happened to your father after that? I don’t think I ever heard.’ 


He died,’ Patricia said flatly. 



‘Oh, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have asked so bluntly if—’ 

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Patricia told him. ‘It’s strange how one grows used to anything. I thought I should 
never get over the shock of his death as—as well as the other. But now I can talk of it quite calmly.’ 

‘Well, I suppose death isn’t the hardest thing to get used to,’ he said rather sombrely. 

‘No.’ Again she wondered just what it was that accounted for that air of restless anxiety which from 
time to time broke through the cool surface of his manner. 

‘And so you were left quite alone?’ He glanced at her. 

‘Yes. My mother had died some years ago, and I was the only child. There was no one else. I sold 
everything that could be sold, and settled up as much I could. Then I had to set about getting some 
sort of job—in a fiercely competitive world, and with remarkably few qualifications.’ 

‘You would have done better to have laid out a little money on some sort of business training,’ he 
told her briefly. 

‘But the money just wasn’t there.’ Patricia gave a slight shrug. ‘One has to live, even while one is 
learning. I thought this way—managing to go as a governess-companion—I might be able to save 
enough to train for something else later. But for the moment the most pressing problem was to find 
somewhere I could live and eat.’ She paused, a little shocked to find she had been so frank to a 
stranger. 

‘I see,’ he said slowly. ‘One never thinks of that happening to people like—us. I mean, no one 
would imagine, to look at you—’ 

‘I know. That’s the worst part of it.’ She laughed rather uncertainly. To have to have ladderless 
stockings, and a well-pressed suit and—and expensive gloves—’ She broke off again, wishing that 
the strange luxury of having someone to talk to would not make her so desperately anxious to say 
everything. 

He nodded, however, as though he really did understand. 

‘Yes, I see. Always to have had everything within reason, and then suddenly to be breaking into the 
last ten pounds. It must be pretty grim.’ 

‘It is even more grim,’ Patricia assured him, ‘when you break into the last ten shillings.’ 

He really did look startled then. 

‘You don’t mean—’ 

‘No—really. It’s not so bad.’ She laughed that off hastily, wishing that she had not gone so far. ‘You 
see, at least I was given my fare back to London, and, in spite of that, a kind stranger gave me a lift 
—so I’m in clover again.’ 


I don’t call two or three pounds in clover,’ he said curtly. 



‘No? Well then, you just don’t know what being in clover means.’ 

He was silent—disturbed against his will, she saw, and yet with his thoughts obviously busy on 
something else as well. 

‘Well, we—we seem to have exhausted the subject of me pretty thoroughly, don’t we?’ she said. ‘I 
suppose you don’t feel like telling me why you said you were worried and weren’t thinking of your 
driving when you ran me down?’ 

He looked astonished and extremely haughty at this suggestion. Apparently it was all very well for 
her to make confidences, but quite another matter for him to tell her his personal affairs. 

‘Oh—I’m sorry.’ She was amused and saw no reason why she should hide the fact. ‘Was that very 
indiscreet?’ 

‘Not at all,’ he said rather stiffly. Then, as though unable to help it, he added with a frown: 

‘How odd! Both of us complete strangers, both of us in a nasty jam—exchanging stories of our 
most private affairs somewhere on the road.’ 

‘I shouldn’t say “exchanging” exactly,’ murmured Patricia. 

‘No, I know. But, as a matter of fact—’ 

‘You do feel rather like telling me?’ 

He nodded. 

‘I suppose it’s something to do with Patricia,’ she said shrewdly. The other Patricia, I mean.’ 

‘What made you think that, I wonder?’ 

The fact that my rather ordinary name seemed to come like a clap of thunder to you. It didn’t take 
any blaze of intelligence to tell that your thoughts had been full of Patricia, and that to be faced by 
her name from quite a different quarter seemed disproportionately astounding.’ 

He didn’t smile. He said baldly: 

‘My thoughts were full of Patricia. She has just left me.’ 

‘You mean—gone off with someone else?’ 

‘Just that.’ 

‘Oh, I’m—terribly sorry. Does it—I mean, are you very fond of her?’ 

‘She’s one of the two people I care about in the world.’ 

‘Is it possible that it’s a sort of mad impulse which she’ll get over?’ Patricia hardly knew what to 



offer byway of consolation. ‘Was she that kind of person?’ 

He considered that with a frown. 

‘I suppose one might call her impulsive. But there are times’—he spoke reluctantly, as though he 
were addressing himself rather than Patricia—‘there are times when she shows a streak of cool 
calculation. I’ve been wondering just how much was impulse and how much—not, when she decided 
to do this.’ 

Patricia was silent. She thought she didn’t much like the sound of her namesake, but he would 
hardly be interested in that, of course. 

After a moment’s thought, she said: 

‘You spoke of two people who were—important. Have you a child too?’ 

‘Oh no. No, we’d been married only about six months. We had been on a world tour. It was on the 
way home—someone on board. She went off at Marseilles and—just didn’t come back. Sent me a 
note— explaining.’ 

That was rather a beastly way of doing things,’ Patricia said, meaning to be sympathetic. But he 
evidently resented the criticism at once. 

‘She probably thought it was the best way. She couldn’t bear anything like an emotional scene. I 
daresay she thought it would hurt both of us less, if it was done quickly and—and irrevocably like 
that.’ 

Patricia didn’t answer that. Of course, if he found some comfort in regarding his vanished wife as 
a sensitive plant it was not for her to undeceive him! 

‘Did you make any attempt to follow her—have some sort of show-down?’ she asked presently. 

‘I couldn’t. We had just sailed again when the note was brought to me. I had supposed she was 
somewhere else on board. But she had really simply slipped away.’ 

With—’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And they may be anywhere on the Continent?’ 

‘Anywhere,’ he agreed curtly. 

‘Do you mean to make some attempt to trace her, or do you feel—’ Patricia paused, thinking that 
perhaps they were stretching the theory of frank discussion between strangers just a little too far. 

But apparently the thought had not struck him, because he simply said abruptly: 


I can’t. At least, not for the moment. That’s the second part of the problem.’ 



Oh, there’s another part to it?’ 


‘Yes. In fact, this is the real problem, I suppose. The other is just—a disaster,’ he said in that same 
rather expressionless tone he had used when he had first explained that his wife had left him. ‘I must 
explain that I landed only this morning. I’m on my way up to London, to my mother’s house. I had a 
radio telegram on board to say that she was very ill. More than that. She—isn’t expected to live very 
long.’ 

‘Oh, I am sorry!’ Patricia would have liked to put a sympathetic hand on his arm, but felt he might 
very likely resent it. 

There is nothing very sudden about it,’ he explained after a moment. ‘Her heart has been in a very 
bad state for some years now. One always imagines one is prepared for these things, but’—he 
frowned—‘of course one isn’t. I’m very fond of her,’ he added in that curt way he seemed to reserve, 
for all the more important statements. 

‘Of course. And it’s terribly hard having both these things happen at the same time.’ 

He nodded, but went on almost at once, as though he had made up his mind to tell his story, and 
had no intention of being side-tracked by sympathy. 

‘She had never seen Pat—my wife. She only knew about her, and most of her happiness was due 
to the fact that she thought—I was happy. She hasn’t had a very enjoyable life, my mother, and she 
had no reason to think of married life as a picnic. It gave her infinite pleasure to feel sure that 
—everything was all right for me. And now—’ He stopped and frowned. 

‘You mean it will be a terrible blow for her—to know what has happened?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘But need she know the circumstances?’ 

‘No, of course not. I loathe the idea of lying to her, but I shall have to think of some reason for Pat 
not being there. It’s the best I can do. But it can’t be anything but an overwhelming disappointment. 
You see, we married very suddenly, and went off at once on this world trip. I have always felt guilty 
that my mother didn’t see her then, and I know she thought every day of the time when I should bring 
my wife home. It is no figure of speech to say she was living for this meeting.’ 

‘And now there is no wife to produce?’ 

‘Exactly. Now there’s no wife to produce.’ 

There was silence fora moment. Then he said grimly, ‘Don’t run away with the idea that she is one 
of those dreadful old ladies of fiction—all lavender and illusions. She is nothing of the sort. But it 
isn’t only the fragile people who need a little consideration. She’s a woman of great personality 
—strong personality, I suppose—and she would consider it an insult to be called “sweet”. But my 
father wasn’t exactly a good husband, and I feel she has had enough trials in her life without being 
faced with supreme disappointment at the end of it.’ 



‘Yes, I see. She’s never seen your wife at all?’ 

‘No.’ Then, after a long pause, ‘Why do you ask?’ 

‘Nothing, I was just thinking.’ 

He turned his head and stared at her for a moment, slowing down the car as he did so almost to a 
walking pace. 

I wonder,’ he said very deliberately, ‘if you were thinking the same as I was.’ 

She didn’t answer that, and presently he went on, still in that deliberate way: 

‘Isn’t it almost incredible that I was speeding along the road, wondering how in God’s name I was 
to manage without someone called Patricia, and suddenly—’ 

‘Someone called Patricia more or less chucks herself under your wheels?’ 

He smiled grimly. 

The description will do as well as any,’ he agreed. 

There was another silence. And then, as though answering a spoken plea, Patricia said: 

‘It’s too fantastic, you know. We could never carry it off.’ 

‘Are you so sure?’Abruptly he drew the car to a standstill at the side of the road, and turned in his 
seat to face her. 

Patricia smiled and gave a deprecating little shrug. 

‘I don’t imagine that an elaborate deception ever really works—outside the covers of a book, do 
you?’ 

‘But it need not be so elaborate.’ 

‘You are asking me to impersonate your wife, aren’t you?’ she said bluntly. 

‘Of course.’ 

‘And you don’t call that an elaborate deception? To try, on the strength of a few hours’ 
acquaintance, to impersonate the one person in the world who probably knows you best!’ 

He made no answer to that. Only sat there frowning, as though he were making up his mind with 
difficulty and certainly didn’t intend that any feeble protests should put him off. 

‘Listen. Things are too urgent for delicate dealing. I’m a rich man, and I would willingly make this a 
much more profitable business for you than any nursery-governessing.’ 

‘Oh, but you don’t need to! I wasn’t thinking of that.’ 



‘No? Then that was very foolish of you,’ he told her curtly. ‘I need your help and you need my 
money. It would be a business deal between us.’ 

She smiled slightly. 

‘Hadn’t we better discuss whether it’s a practical possibility first?’ 

‘But it is!’ He seemed impatient of opposition, now that he had made up his mind to the idea. ‘It is 
really rather astonishingly simple. My mother has always lived very quietly since my father’s death. 
She has a companion who has been with her for years, and, apart from her, there is no one else in 
the house but a maid, and—since she became really ill—a trained nurse. You understand that 
whatever arrangement we make is not likely to have to last more—more than a few days.’ 

‘Yes, I understand. I’m so sorry about that part, but, of course, if we were going to do anything so 
mad, it would be essential that we didn’t have to keep it up long.’ 

‘Exactly. There is not the slightest reason for either of us to see the nurse or the maid again once 
—once it is over.’ 

‘Which leaves only the companion.’ 

‘Yes. She is utterly devoted to my mother. I didn’t explain—my mother was a dancer in her youth 
—quite a famous dancer, and Susan was her dresser. She stayed with my mother after her 
marriage, and I am sure that her world still revolves round her.’ 

‘Do you—do you propose that we should take her into our confidence?’ Patricia wondered why 
she was discussing this fantastic thing as though they could really carry it out. It was ridiculous, of 
course. Only— 

‘Not unless it were necessary. It certainly would not be necessary until—afterwards. And, even if 
we had to, it would not be a disastrous matter. Susan believes that anything which is for my mother’s 
good is right.’ 

‘And—the doctor?’ Patricia was still clinging to the last links with a sensible, understandable life, 
and she felt she simply had to raise all the difficulties there were. 

‘He need not present any problem either. Even if you have to meet him—which is not specially 
likely—you are never at all likely to see him again. I have not lived at home for some years and the 
doctor is not a close personal acquaintance of mine. I don’t see that he really complicates things 
further.’ 

‘I see.’ 

She was silent after that, telling herself that she had practically nothing to lose, even if she did take 
on this extraordinary task. 

Besides, though she hardly knew why, she wanted to help him. He had not been specially 
agreeable to her—in fact, once or twice he had been remarkably curt—but there was something 



about him which she liked very much. 


He was not exactly handsome, but there was something very attractive about his dark, serious 
face. The mouth was a trifle too wide, but it was a good, strong mouth, and the extra width probably 
denoted a certain amount of generosity, thought Patricia. His singularly well-set eyes were dark and 
fine and—she smiled a little to herself at the word which instinctively came to her mind—they were 
truthful. 

‘Well?’ he cut in impatiently, perhaps because he thought he had been kept waiting long enough 
for his answer. ‘What do you say to the idea?’ 

Patricia looked straight at him and smiled. 

That it’s mad—but not too mad. And I’ll take it.’ 



CHAPTER II 


As Patricia took her momentous decision, she experienced the not unpleasant sensation of cutting 
loose from everything familiar and ordinary in life. It was frightening, of course, but oddly stimulating. 
At least this was an adventure beside which the career of a nursery-governess seemed revoltingly 
dull. 

As for her companion, he merely said, Thank God,’ with genuine fervour, and started the car 
again. 

She was amused at the economy of comment, though touched to see that he had actually gone a 
little pale under that dark tan of his. He must, after all, be a man of strong feelings, she decided, in 
spite of his rather unsympathetic manner. 

At least—was unsympathetic the word? She studied him more closely. After all, if she were going 
to masquerade as his wife, it would be necessary to have a very clear idea of him—both as a 
personality and as he might appear to someone who had known him and loved him for some time. 

‘Yes?’ he said inquiringly at that moment, and she saw, from the slight, dry smile, that he was well 
aware of her scrutiny, even though he was not looking at her. 

‘Oh—I’m making a careful study of you, so as to get the impression well fixed in my mind.’ 

‘So? I have my impression of you very clear already,’ he said unexpectedly. 

‘Am I like the—the other Patricia?’ 

‘Not at all.’ 

‘Well, isn’t that going to make things rather awkward?’ 

‘Oh, I see what you mean. Superficially you are sufficiently alike. She also has dark hair and blue 
eyes. The likeness stops short there.’ And he gave her a glance which implied that the difference 
was to Patricia’s disadvantage. 

‘Well, poor dear, I suppose that’s natural,’ she thought tolerantly. ‘He’s evidently wrapped up in my 
erring namesake, even if she has administered a frightful blow to his pride and affections.’ 

Aloud she said: 

‘I take it that your mother has never seen a photograph of her?’ 

‘No, never. Pat didn’t like being photographed. She said—quite truly—that she never looked her 
best in photographs. I have—described her, of course—’that came out rather stiffly, as though the 
memory of ecstatic letters was very painful—‘but I think the broad outlines of the description will fit 
you.’ 



Patricia nodded. 


‘You call her “Pat.” Do you have to call me that too?’ 

‘Do you dislike it?’ 

‘I prefer my own version.’ 

He gave her a thoughtful glance. 

‘Very well. In any case, I shouldn’t want to call anyone else—’ 

He stopped. 

‘Quite,’ Patricia agreed, with sympathy. Then suddenly she began to laugh. 

He glanced at her in surprise—not very pleased surprise, she thought. 

‘Was there anything funny in that?’ 

‘Oh no!’ She was shocked to think she might have hurt or offended him on the vexed question of 
his wife. ‘No, it wasn’t that at all. It’s just—do you realise that I haven’t the faintest idea what the rest 
of my name is?’ 

‘Oh—’ He smiled slightly. ‘How absurd. It’s Harnby. My name is Michael Harnby.’ 

‘Michael? It’s nice.’ 

He looked surprised again, and rather as though it were immaterial whether she found his name 
nice or nasty. 

After quite a long silence—and when it became obvious that he did not intend to become any 
more communicative on his own account—she spoke again, a little diffidently. 

‘I don’t want to seem unduly curious, but don’t you think you had better tell me whatever I might 
reasonably know about the family into which I’ve married?’ 

‘Oh—yes, I suppose I had.’ He digested that unpalatable truth with difficulty, she saw. 

‘I explained about my mother,’ he began—slowly, as though he really were trying to give her a 
picture of‘events and personalities. ‘She was Leni Maelson, the dancer. You might not have heard 
of her. She was the generation before your time, of course, and anyway most of her best work was 
done in Vienna. It was there my father met her. They married after a few weeks, and she spent a 
large part of her life regretting it.’ 

They don’t seem a very lucky family in the choice of their life-partners,’ thought Patricia. Aloud she 
said: 


You don’t seem to have liked your father much,’ 



No, I didn’t.’ 


‘What was he?’ 

‘A banker. Partner in a big private banking firm. Not at all the harsh and steely magnate of popular 
fancy.’ He smiled grimly. ‘People in real life are hardly ever as popular fancy paints them, of course. 
By all the rules, it was my mother who ought to have had the shifting morals. She hadn’t. She was 
almost passionately respectable. He was all charm and unreliability.’ 

‘Socially speaking, I presume?’ 

‘Of course. In business he must have been absolutely reliable. He could never have held his 
position otherwise.’ He spoke as though his father were an unlikeable acquaintance in whom he 
had only the faintest interest. ‘He certainly never made the mistake of mixing business with 
pleasure.’ 

‘But there was rather a lot of—pleasure?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘He has been dead some years?’ 

‘Yes. He died six years ago—when I was twenty-five.’ 

The first detail he has disclosed about himself,’ thought Patricia. 

‘My work took me abroad a good deal. We have certain connections with foreign countries 
through the bank. Characteristically, my mother insisted that I should have my own flat in town. She 
had a horror of becoming the adored and adoring mother of an only son.’ He smiled slightly, and 
this time the smile was not at all dry. It was surprisingly warm and affectionate, and transformed his 
grave face. ‘She insisted that the atmosphere of a home run for an invalid widow was all wrong for a 
young man—and she had her own way, as always,’ he added reflectively. 

‘She sounds very shrewd, your mother.’ 

‘She is,’ he said, ‘most charmingly worldly.’ 

‘And would have detested her daughter-in-law, if I’m not much mistaken,’ thought Patricia with 
sudden inspiration. 

There was another of those pauses which suggested he had said all he had wound himself up to 
say. 

‘And now what ought I to know about you?’ 

‘Oh, there’s not much to tell you about me. I have always worked in my father’s bank. That’s 
something you would know, of course. I more or less inherited his position there when he died, and 
—that’s all, I think.’ He shrugged. Evidently he found much more difficulty in talking about himself 
than about his parents. 



Where did I meet you?’ 


‘Eh?’ He looked startled. 

‘Where—or rather, how—did I, in the character of your wife, come to meet you?’ 

‘We met in Paris,’ he said reluctantly. 

‘She isn’t French, is she?’ 

‘No. But she had lived in France for some little time.’ 

‘Plenty of French experience,’ murmured Patricia thoughtfully.‘I seem fated to be taken for 
someone with French experience.’ 

He was curt and quite uncommunicative about that, and she gathered that there was no more to 
be had from him on the subject of the other Patricia. 

Well, she would have to do what she could with this scanty information. It would be worth making 
the effort—if it did no more than save that dying woman from knowing that her son had made a 
hopeless mess of his life. 

The sun was well down in the west by the time they reached the outskirts of London. And as they 
crossed Westminster Bridge, eight o’clock was striking from Big Ben. 

Patricia had been almost completely silent during the last hour of their drive. Not that she was 
specially apprehensive. In fact, she was surprised to find how singularly little fear entered into her 
feelings about this escapade. But her companion had obviously been sunk in his own not very 
cheerful thoughts, and she had been glad of the opportunity to think quietly over the coming 
adventure, and to get the ‘feel’ of the situation, like an actress approaching a new role. 

‘We’re almost there.’ He spoke at last, and Patricia thought his voice sounded weary, though 
controlled. 

‘She lives here in Westminster, then?’ 

‘Yes. In a little Queen Anne house near Birdcage Walk. She always wanted that house and, after 
my father died, it happened to come into the market. There was no longer any reason why she 
shouldn’t have whatever she wanted. So the house became hers.’ 

A few minutes later they drew up outside a small, indefinably elegant house in a quiet cul-de-sac, 
and he handed her out of the car. 

The knocker on the door was in the shape of a small brass hand, and Patricia noticed that he 
hesitated just a moment before he took hold of it. Then he gave a couple of quiet but decided raps. 

While they waited for the door to be opened, it seemed to Patricia as though the whole drama of 
the occasion suddenly began to gather round them. The unusual quiet of the street, the brightness of 



the odd-shaped windows, twinkling in the evening sun as though they shared some private joke of 
their own, the unexpectedly loud beating of her own heart—all seemed to emphasise the tense 
feeling of anticipation. It was like waiting for the curtain to go up on some drama, in which one 
suddenly found oneself an actor instead of a spectator. 

The door opened silently, and a quiet-voiced maid inquired whom they wanted to see. 

At Michael’s brief explanation that he was Mrs. Hamby’s son, just returned from abroad, an 
expression of genuine pleasure came over the girl’s face. 

‘Oh, sir, I am glad!’ she exclaimed, as she stood aside for him and Patricia to enter. 

She looked as though she would willingly have given them news herself, but before anything else 
could be said, a door at the right of the hall opened, and out came a small grey-haired woman, with 
such a forbidding expression that Patricia felt her heart give an uncomfortable thump. 

However, one glance was enough to effect an amazing transformation. 

‘Mr. Michael!’ Patricia saw the ugly little face crinkle up in a smile of purest joy and the newcomer 
precipitated herself upon Michael, clasped her arms round his neck, and kissed him with the utmost 
fervour. 

He kissed her in return, though he said: 

‘Look here, Susan, I’m not returning from prep school this time, you know.’ And then—anxiously 
and as though he hardly dared to frame the question—‘How is she?’ 

‘Better, Mr. Michael. That’s the wonderful part of it! She seemed to take a turn right from the 
moment we sent that cable to you.’ 

‘Y—you mean—’ he actually stammered—‘you can’t mean that she is going to—’ 

‘You mustn’t say too much, Mr. Michael! It’s unlucky to say too much before it happens. But there’s 
real hope—quite a lot of hope. Even the doctor said there was, to-day.’ 

‘Ican’t—believe it.’ 

The relief and happiness seemed to have taken all the strain and a good deal of the hardness 
from his face, and, looking at him, Patricia felt a warm thrill of sympathy. 

Poor boy! It was good to see his homecoming transformed like this. But she, as a stranger, might 
be permitted to take a more detached view of things. Very thrilling and delightful, of course, if Mrs. 
Harnby should recover after all, but awkward—quite appallingly awkward! 

In his utter relief at the news that his mother was better, Michael was in serious danger, Patricia 
could see, of making his first blunder. He had completely forgotten that he had an adored wife 
standing at his elbow. 


She managed to give his arm a slight pinch of reminder. Whereupon he looked so haughtily 



astonished that she feared he would endanger the whole situation. Firmly she took matters in hand 
herself, and, smiling at Susan, she said: 

‘I’m so glad to meet you at last, Susan. I may call you that, mayn’t I?—Michael has told me so 
much about you. And yet you’re not really at all as I expected.’ 

‘You’re not as I expected either,’ retorted Susan so bluntly that Patricia found herself wondering 
anxiously if she fell very far short of standard. However, Susan added the next moment, ‘I thought 
you were one of these petite and pretty girls. Thank heaven you’re not. You look as though you might 
have some sense.’ 

‘Average intelligence,’ Patricia assured her, and was glad to see Susan’s expression relax into a 
smile of genuine amusement. 

‘Can I see Mother at once?’ Michael was impatient, and Patricia saw that—schemes or no 
schemes—he was not up to doing much acting at the moment. 

‘You go in alone first, darling,’ she said, bringing out the endearment with something of an effort. ‘I 
think that’s how she would like it herself. I know I should.’ 

‘Yes, I daresay you’re right.’ He looked at her at last as though she really were a person, and 
Patricia began to breathe more easily.‘Thank you. You always understand everything,’ he said 
briefly, and Patricia found herself wondering if she might accept this as a personal compliment or 
whether it were simply his idea of what one might say to a devoted wife in the circumstances. 

‘Perhaps the maid will show me my room while Susan takes you to your mother, Michael. And then 
you can come and fetch me when—when you think she would like to see me.’ 

He nodded—with less sympathetic attention than he would have bestowed on the other Patricia, 
she could not help thinking. But one must hope that Susan was in a less than usually observant 
mood. 

Susan, however, was intent on household arrangements, which seemed to be completely in her 
hands. 

‘I’ve put you and Mrs. Harnby in the front room,’ she explained to Michael. ‘It’s bigger than the 
back spare room, and more comfortable for two people.’ 

‘Is it?’ thought Patricia in some perturbation. And evidently Michael too was moved to sudden 
diplomacy by this proposal. 

‘Patricia can have that. I’ll take the back one;’ he said, and this time he carried it off very well, with 
a casualness that she would hardly have expected. 

‘You can’t do that, I’m afraid,’ Susan said. ‘Mrs. Tonmore has the back room. Oh, of course, you 
didn’t know she was here, did you?’ 


Isobel—here? Good God!’ 



‘I know. I don’t care much about her either.’ Susan was characteristically candid. ‘But there it is. 
She always considered herself devoted to your mother, and, after all, she is a niece.’ 

‘But I thought she was in Scotland.’ 

‘ “Was”,’ agreed Susan, ‘is the word. She came down here as soon as she heard your mother was 
so ill. She has been a certain amount of help with the night nursing,’ she added grudgingly. 

‘And the mighty atom?’ Michael looked grimly prepared for the worst. 

‘Yes, Miss Deborah’s here too.’ 

‘Good lord, what a situation!’ muttered Michael, and for a moment his eyes met Patricia’s in a 
glance of unhappy perplexity. 

Patricia would have given all of her two pounds four shillings and eleven pence halfpenny just then 
to have had five minutes’ quiet discussion alone with him. But Susan was already moving off ahead 
of him to lead the way to his mother’s room. 

Who was the problematical Isobel? Or rather, what special difference would her presence in the 
house make? Above all, had they really got to share a bedroom if they went on with this rather 
alarming farce? 

The situation was undoubtedly getting out of hand, even though they had done no more than set 
foot in the house as yet, and a dozen anxious questions chased each other round and round in 
Patricia’s mind. 

Then she looked at Michael again, as he stood there—one foot on the bottom step of the stairs 
—ready to follow Susan, and yet waiting even now for some sort of decision from Patricia. 

She saw quite distinctly something curiously like fear—fear that she would let him down—come 
into his eyes. And at that she suddenly made up his mind. One thing and one thing only mattered. 
Any shock or upset might easily undo the precious inch of improvement in his mother’s health. And 
that was unthinkable. 

She gave him the slightest nod, and said: 

‘Go and see her now, Michael. Never mind about Isobel. No doubt we can get on with her.’ 

The look of relief almost hurt as, without a word, he turned away. 

The room into which the maid showed her would have enchanted her, in the ordinary way. Pastel- 
tinted walls, rugs on a polished, slightly uneven floor, hand-blocked linen in autumn shades of green 
and brown for the curtains and bedspreads, and furniture of that‘nutty’ shade of walnut which 
distinguishes the real ‘Queen Anne.’ 

A lovely room in which to rest or work or simply idly turn one’s thoughts over. But a disturbingly 
homely and intimate room to share with a strange man! 



Having found that there was nothing else which Patricia wanted at the moment, the maid withdrew, 
leaving her to her own complicated reflections. 

Suddenly the door behind her opened, and—expecting Michael—she swung round quickly. 

But it was not Michael. 

Standing half in and half out of the room, while she swung the door to and fro, stood a little girl in a 
nightdress. She was a very pretty little girl, with short fair curls and large, interested blue eyes which 
were taking in everything. She might have been four or five, but her air of precocious intelligence 
was rather disturbingly older than that. 

‘Who are you?’ she asked Patricia, in a not very friendly tone. 

‘I’m a visitor,’ Patricia told her, briskly. ‘And who are you?’ 

‘I’m Deborah, and I’m four and a half, and I’m being extremely naughty.’ 

‘Are you?’ 

Patricia saw that this was expected to cause a sensation. When it failed, the little girl abandoned 
the door-swinging and came farther into the room. 

‘I ought to be in bed,’ she said impressively. ‘I’ve been put to bed hours ago, and now I’ve got up,’ 

‘So I see.’ Patricia began unpacking her suitcase. 

The little girl watched this extraordinary display of indifference with a puzzled air. Then she began 
to follow Patricia backwards and forward across the room, as she moved between her suitcase and 
the wardrobe or chest-of-drawers. 

‘Why don’t you talk to me about it?’ she burst out. 

Patricia smiled. 

‘Why should I? It isn’t very interesting, is it?’ 

(‘She has the kind of mother who pleads and argues with her,’ thought Patricia with conviction.) 

After another astonished silence, Deborah actually caught hold of Patricia’s skirt. 

‘Aren’t you angry with me?’ 

No,’ Patricia assured her cheerfully. ‘ Not at all.’ 

‘Well then, aren’t you—aren’t you worriedY 

‘Oh no.’ 


But I might catch my death of cold.’ 



‘It isn’t at all likely on a warm evening like this,’ Patricia explained with baffling indifference. 

This really was too much for Deborah, who sat down on the floor and regarded Patricia with a 
frown. 

‘I don’t like you,’ she said finally. 

‘Don’t you? Well, I’m not sure that I like you either,’ Patricia told her absently. 

‘Do you mean—because I’m naughty?’ Hope gleamed in the large blue eyes. 

‘Oh no.’ 

‘But I am very naughty. It’s very naughty to get out of bed at this time of night, isn’t it?’ 

Patricia glanced at her speculatively. 

‘Oh, well, you’re only a baby,’ she said tolerantly. ‘If you were older, it would be naughty. But babies 
do these things.’ 

‘I’m not a baby!’ Deborah turned scarlet. ‘I’m four an ’a half.’ 

‘That’s not very old,’ Patricia said, smiling. 

‘Yes, it is. It’s quite old. And I think you’re stoopid. And I’m going back to bed.’ 

Whereupon Deborah rose from the floor, and trotted smartly from the room, closing the door firmly 
behind her. 

Patricia laughed a good deal when she had gone. 

That, I presume, is what Michael called the Mighty Atom,’ she thought. 

She wondered then how long it would be before Michael came to summon her to the first and 
most difficult interview with her supposed mother-in-law. And, even as she speculated, there was a 
knock on the door. 

‘Oh, come in.’ 

She turned to the door quickly again. But this time too it was someone other than Michael. An 
extremely pretty, languid-looking young woman came into the room. 

‘May I come in and introduce myself? You must be Patricia, I know. I’m your cousin Isobel.’ 

‘Oh, Isobel, of course!’ 

Trying to imagine with what degree of effusiveness she would treat a cousin by marriage, Patricia 
came forward and took the pretty, slack hand which was held out to her. 



‘Deborah said there was a lady here, and I knew it must be you,’ the cousin explained, as she 
sank a trifle wearily into a chair. 

‘Oh yes. Deborah—paid me a visit just now.’ 

‘I gathered so. Naughty, naughty child! Getting out of bed like that when she knows how it worries 
me if she doesn’t get her full night’s rest. She’s the most headstrong child, Patricia. No one knows 
what I go through with that child, though of course I adore her. But really, sometimes I say to her, 
“Deborah, if you aren’t a better girl, Mummy will have to send you to boarding-school, because she 
just can’t manage you.” ’ 

‘How gratifying for Deborah,’ thought Patricia. But aloud she said, ‘She is an attractive child, 
though.’ 

‘Oh, she’s attractive enough. She has tremendous personality. But she knows it, of course.’ Isobel 
sighed, and Patricia resisted with difficulty the desire to ask whose fault that was. Instead, deciding 
that the subject of Deborah had received more than its fair share of attention, she changed the 
subject. 

Tell me—is Michael’s mother really very much better?’ 

‘Oh yes.’ Isobel sounded almost enthusiastic for a moment. ‘It never does to feel too confident in 
these heart cases, of course. But no one could doubt the improvement. The last two days she has 
been like her old self—interested in everything, and making those rather—well, those rather caustic 
comments that she does.’ 

‘D—does she?’ 

‘I think so. Oh, of course, you haven’t met her yet, have you?’ 

‘No,’ Patricia said with desperate truth. ‘No, I haven’t met her yet.’ 

‘I remember now. You went dashing off together on a world tour without even going to see 
Michael’s mother first. I always thought that was rather odd, to be perfectly candid. Why did you 
arrange things that way?’ 

(‘Good heavens! Why did we?’ thought Patricia frantically.) 

‘Yes, I—I know. I’ve often thought since that it was frightfully selfish of us—of me, I mean. But well 
—well, it was a case of just getting married in time to catch the boat for the particular tour we 
wanted. They—vary a lot, you know, and this was—it happened to be taking in all the places I’d 
wanted to see all my life.’ 

‘Well, I must go and see if Deborah is asleep.’ Isobel got up, all the cares of a parent settling on 
her again. ‘I’m so glad to know you, Patricia. To be quite honest, I think we were all a bit anxious 
when Michael married in such a hurry. I know Aunt Leni was, though she wouldn’t say so. That’s just 
like her. Frightfully independent and refusing to admit she’s worried when of course one worries 
over one’s only child. I don’t know what I shall do when Deborah gets to marrying age.’ 



And, with this gloomy peep into the future, Isobel brought the conversation to a rather 
indeterminate close, and drifted from the room. 

‘If Michael doesn’t come soon and tell me a few more things about myself and the family into 
which I’ve married, I’ll have to be struck deaf and dumb!’ Patricia thought distractedly. ‘Where is 
Deborah’s father, for one thing? Isobel doesn’t seem like a widow, exactly, and yet—’ 

There was a man’s step in the corridor outside, and, running to the door in her eagerness, Patricia 
opened it to admit Michael—at last. 

‘Patricia, she is better,’ he exclaimed, as he came into the room.‘It’s only a very slight 
improvement, but at least the improvement is there. If we are very careful, surely—surely there is no 
reason why she shouldn’t—’ 

‘No reason at all,’ Patricia assured him soothingly. And as he sank into a chair, with a sigh that 
was half weariness and half relief, she found herself patting his shoulder reassuringly. 

Fora moment he hardly seemed aware of her touch. Then he looked up and said abruptly: 

‘You’re more than kind. I’m afraid it must seem to you that I’m not showing much appreciation of 
your situation in all this. I have hardly taken in anything much yet beyond the fact that she may get 
better, after all. But of course—’ He stopped and frowned thoughtfully. 

‘Yes,’ Patricia said, in answer to the frown, ‘of course the difficulties haven’t exactly lessened.’ 

There was a short silence. Then she asked: 

‘Does she—does she want to see me?’ 

He nodded. 

‘Susan has persuaded her to rest a little first, in case the two meetings should be too much for her. 
But she wants to see you before she goes to sleep to-night.’ 

Then you’ll take me, of course?’ 

He didn’t answer that at once. Instead, he got up, and began to walk up and down the room, his 
hands thrust into his pockets. 

‘Look here, Patricia,’ he burst out at last. ‘It’s no good pretending things haven’t changed. The 
whole idea has become much more difficult and dangerous, now there is a possibility that she will 
recover. I want to know quite frankly—do you feel you would prefer to withdraw?’ 

‘What! Give up the idea, do you mean?’ 

He nodded curtly. 

‘But we can’t, Michael.’ She brought out his name quite easily now, even though there was no 
audience to need impressing. ‘We can’t. We’ve gone too far.’ 



‘No, that isn’t quite true. Only Susan has seen you so far. You see’—he frowned again—‘if my 
mother is not—if she doesn’t—die, there will come a time when she can stand being told the truth.’ 


‘Well, we shall tell her then.’ 

‘Yes. But do you realise how long that may be, in the present circumstances?’ 

Patricia bit her lip. 

‘We must put up with that.’ 

‘You mean —you will put up with it?’ He stopped in front of her, regarding her with those 
disturbingly penetrating dark eyes of his. 

‘Well—yes. I can’t imagine myself undertaking a thing like this and then backing out again almost 
before it’s begun. Besides, what would you do? She expects to see me in an hour or so.’ 

‘I know, I know.’ He sighed impatiently. ‘But I suppose, as things are, I could tell her something like 
—that you were not well after the journey and had to go to bed. Then to-morrow you could be called 
away to a relation of your own who was ill and—’ 

‘I thought,’ Patricia said dryly, ‘you implied that your mother was a shrewd and intelligent woman.’ 

He gave a vexed little laugh then. 

‘I suppose you’re right. God knows I don’t want to be involved in even more elaborate 
explanations. But there is your side to it too. And now that everything has become more 
complicated—’ He glanced round the room, as he spoke, and Patricia’s glance followed his. 

There was another short pause, during which they were both quite obviously thinking of the same 
thing. Then Patricia spoke with decision. 

‘We’ve taken on a pretty mad situation, I know, but we have taken it on. As far as I can see, our 
only way is to tackle the difficulties as they come along and not anticipate them. I don’t think I could 
retreat now without the whole story coming out. As a matter of fact, Susan is not the only person to 
have seen me. Cousin Isobel has already welcomed me in state, and assured me—more or less 
—that she is glad you married me. I can’t just disappear into thin air now, leaving behind me nothing 
but an unconvincing tale. I’m prepared to go on—and I think it’s the only thing we can do.’ 

He looked at her thoughtfully, as though he were studying her as well as the situation. 

‘And I think,’ he said slowly, ‘that if it were not such an ungraceful word, I should call you a sport.’ 

‘Well, don’t. I don’t like the word either,’ Patricia assured him. ‘Just take it that we have both 
accepted the situation—either for the sake of your mother or for the sake of our own ulterior motives 
—we needn’t go too far into the reasons. The main thing is that we intend to carry it through.’ 

‘I agree. The only other difficulty is this damned business of sharing a room. I’m extremely sorry—I 
never thought of such a situation arising. I don’t know what the hell we’re to do about it.’ He looked 



round the room again, as though that might provide some solution. 


‘Do about it? What can we do about it—except share it?’ Patricia said in a matter-of-fact tone. 

He laughed slightly. 

‘You’re being most awfully good—’ 

‘And you’re being rather dreadfully gentlemanly and chivalrous. It would be ridiculous of us to have 
heroics about that part of the business, you know. It’s true I never expected to have to share a room 
with a man—at least, not in the course of what one might call official duties. But, as things are, what 
does it amount to, anyway? So long as you don’t snore and don’t insist on having the bed near the 
window, which / much prefer, I’m prepared to put up with the arrangement philosophically.’ 

He stood there watching her again in that thoughtful way, as she lightly explained away the 
difficulties. Then he said, quite seriously: ‘Patricia, you are a very nice girl.’ 

She laughed and flushed, touched by this first sign of personal liking. 

‘Because I don’t mind having a man in my bedroom? Most people would think the reverse.’ 

‘No. Because you refuse to add to my worries by letting me imagine I’ve put you in an insufferable 
position. I don’t know another girl who would take it like that.’ 

There are lots,’ Patricia assured him. 

He shook his head. 

‘I was trying,’ he said, half to himself, ‘to imagine what Pat would have done.’ 

‘Oh—’ Patricia bit her lip. ‘Well, that’s different, of course.’ 

‘Why?’ The question came with’ immediate resentment. 

‘Because—’she hesitated. Then the desire to speak her mind became too much for her. 
‘Perhaps we’d better get one thing straight before we start. I don’t like the sound of your Pat. In fact, 

I think she sounds perfectly frightful. But that’s your business, not mine. Only don’t bring her under my 
notice as a sensitive plant, or someone more sinned against than sinning. If we come to that 
arrangement now, I imagine we shall get on a whole lot better than if we preserve the polite fiction 
that we more or less agree about her.’ 

She held her breath when she had said that, and, at the look of cold, astounded anger which 
came into his eyes, she knew at once that she had made a serious mistake in speaking so frankly. 

‘Please understand,’ he said icily; ‘that I am grateful for what you are doing and, as I said in the 
beginning, I shall pay you well for your services. But there is no reason whatever for us either to differ 
or agree on the subject of my wife. She simply is not your business.’ 

Patricia, whose temper was quick when it was roused, was greatly tempted to point that his wife 



didn’t seem to be his business either at the moment. As she bit her lip to keep back the angry 
words, a tap sounded on the door. Susan came into the room, to say that Mrs. Hamby was waiting 
to see them whenever they were ready. 

It was no moment now to allow any antagonism between herself and Michael to appear. And 
Patricia determinedly slipped her arm into his, with an air of wifely devotion which did her credit 
—the more so since she felt the arm stiffen in an embarrassingly unfriendly manner. 

However, he too must have realised that the time had come for them to act up for all they were 
worth. He even brought himself to cover her hand affectionately with his, as it rested on his arm, and 
he smiled down at her reassuringly. 

Then, with a sensation strangely reminiscent of schooldays, when one went in for a particularly 
unpleasant oral examination, Patricia went with him across the pretty square landing to his mother’s 
room. 

Her first impression on entering the room was that she had never seen anything less like the 
bedroom of a middle-aged woman. 

The black and cream colour scheme, with the one splash of scarlet, where a great Chinese 
lacquer vase stood in the corner, might have been chosen by the smartest American or Parisian girl 
for her first home. 

But, as Patricia’s eyes lighted on the occupant of the room, she realised at once that here was no 
ordinary middle-aged woman. One could not think of her as Mrs. Hamby, wife of a banker and 
mother of Michael. One saw her at once, even now, as Leni Whatever-her-name-had-been, 
Viennese dancer and, undoubtedly, a charmer of men. 

She was lying propped up in bed, and her pallor and the faintly drawn look round her mouth 
proclaimed the fact that she was very ill. Otherwise there was nothing about her to suggest a sick 
woman. Her smooth black hair, without a trace of grey in it, was drawn back from a centre parting, 
and twisted in a knot on her neck, and the brightness of the eyes which regarded Patricia were 
those of a woman who had no intention of dying until every ounce of fighting power was gone. 

She smiled, after the first moment’s scrutiny of Patricia, and held out her hand. 

‘Come here, my dear. I’m very glad to see you at last.’ 

Only the faint rolling of the r’s suggested that she was not entirely English, or else had lived abroad 
a good deal. And, Patricia thought as she came forward, that only added to her charm. 

With a sincerity which no real daughter-in-law could have bettered, Patricia bent down and kissed 
her warmly. And as she did so she thought: 

‘I wish I really belonged to this family. I could love her a great deal more easily than most girls love 
their mothers-in-law.’ 


Oh, Michael—’ his mother turned her smile on him—‘she’s delightful.’ 



‘Yes, isn’t she?’ Michael gave a smile of happy pride which was a tribute to his acting powers. ‘But 
I always told you she was.’ 

To be sure. But I never quite believed you,’ was the unexpected retort. 

‘Didn’t you expect to like me?’ Patricia smiled down at her. 

‘Not at all.’ 

‘Mother!’ Michael was genuinely taken aback. Then he recovered himself and said, ‘I think you’ll 
embarrass Patricia if you insist on the truth of that.’ 

‘Nonsense. It takes a great deal to embarrass Patricia,’ his mother replied shrewdly. ‘And, anyway, 
she has the same sense of humour as myself. I can see it in the way she smiles. Do you know,’ she 
added slowly, as though something about Patricia puzzled her, ‘I did you the injustice of expecting 
you to be without a sense of humour at all.’ 

‘Did you?’ Patricia longed to tell her that her judgment was probably entirely correct about her real 
daughter-in-law. ‘But then I think lots of people sound very unlike themselves in their letters.’ 

Their letters?’ Those penetrating grey eyes rested on Patricia for a disconcerting moment. ‘But 
you never gave me a chance to judge from your letters. You didn’t write to me, did you?’ 

(‘Didn’t I?’ thought Patricia. ‘Oh, how damnably awkward! How horrible too to have so many 
unlikeable things foisted on one’s character!) 

Aloud she said contritely: 

‘I know I’m a frightful correspondent.’ 

‘No, my dear. Merely not a correspondent at all.’ 

‘Oh, but surely you got the letter I wrote just after we were married?’ (‘I’m hanged,’ thought Patricia 
angrily, ‘if I’m going to accept responsibility for having completely ignored this charming creature!’) 

She felt so strongly about it that, when Michael’s mother shook her head and frowned in a puzzled 
way, she was able to protest with most convincing distress: 

‘Oh, but I did write then. Didn’t I, Michael?’ 

He smiled and nodded reassuringly. 

‘A world-shaking event, Mother. We couldn’t be mistaken about that:’ 

Then the letter must have gone astray.’ (Was she or was she not prepared to accept that at its 
face value?) 

‘But it doesn’t matter, now that the writer is here.’ 

‘I’m sorry, though.’ Patricia was almost convinced, by now that she had written the letter. ‘I hate to 



think you never heard from me at all.’ 

‘Never mind, my dear. Your presence now is a great deal better than any letter.’ Then, turning her 
head, she said to her son, ‘Leave her here with me for a little while, Michael. I want her to myself for 
a quarter of an hour.’ 

‘Don’t you think you’ve done enough talking and listening for to-night, Mother?’ Acute anxiety lent 
weight to Michael’s air of affectionate solicitude. ‘We are your first visitors, remember, and you 
certainly weren’t supposed to have us long.’ 

‘Don’t be absurd,’ his mother retorted with energy. ‘I’ve always known what I wanted for the last 
fifty-five years. You don’t suppose I have lost the accomplishment now, do you? When I’m tired I’ll 
send Patricia away. But you go along now and do what I tell you.’ 

There was no gainsaying that. And, with an air of amused protest which Patricia felt must have 
cost much effort, he kissed his mother good-night and went-out of the room. 

There is no need to be scared. And you can spare him for a few minutes.’ The faintest note of 
amusement sounded in Mrs. Hamby’s voice. ‘I’m not going to ask you searching questions, or tell 
you I am the only person who has ever really understood Michael. I like you, Patricia, but there is one 
thing about you that puzzles me extremely.’ 

‘And what is that?’ Patricia kept her voice steady with difficulty. 

‘My dear, I can’t imagine how Michael came to marry you!’ 

For a moment Patricia hardly knew whether to laugh with genuine amusement, or quake with fresh 
anxiety. 

‘But if, as you say, you like me,’ she said at last, ‘why shouldn’t Michael have married me?’ 

‘Oh, that’s nothing to go by! It was the Leni Maelson part of her which prompted the amused 
tolerance of that. ‘I am a good judge of women—naturally. But Michael, poor darling, is nothing of 
the sort. So few nice men are, of course,’ she added in regretful parenthesis. 

Patricia laughed. 

‘I suppose there is something in that,’ she admitted. 

‘When I heard Michael had married you in such romantic haste, I felt morally certain he had made 
a bad blunder.’ 

‘But you sounded quite pleased in your letters.’ Patricia thought she might venture on that. 

‘Oh, we—ell.’ That charming smile flashed out, and the long lashes came down over those bright, 
secretive eyes. ‘You don’t suppose I was going to make an enemy of my own daughter-in-law, do 
you? That would have been too elementary a mistake.’ 


Patricia looked amused again. 



‘I think I ought to be on my guard,’ she said, ‘in case you are being nice to me from policy rather 
than conviction.’ 

But Mrs. Hamby slightly shook her smooth, dark head. 

‘You needn’t worry. I know I like you, now I’ve seen you. It’s an enormous relief.’ She gave an 
almost childlike sigh. ‘And I know that, by some extraordinary stroke of luck, Michael chose the right 
girl.’ 

Patricia said ‘I’m glad you like me,’ simply, ‘because I like you immensely. But now I’m going to 
trade on that liking and insist that you do what I want; I’ll come and talk to you again to-morrow, but 
I’m going away to bed now. It’s time you went to sleep, and I’m tired too.’ 

Mrs. Harnby made a little face. 

‘Do you treat Michael with that firmness?’ she inquired with genuine curiosity. 

‘Sometimes.’ Patricia smiled. ‘But, in any case, I think I shall sometimes come to you for hints on 
how to manage him. It would be a pity to have such a shrewd mother-in-law and not seek her 
guidance sometimes.’ 

‘Nonsense, my dear. You probably know a great deal more about Michael now than Ido.’ 

‘Isn’t that carrying maternal modesty too far?’ Patricia said with a laugh. 

‘Oh, that’s not modesty. That’s common sense. One never knows a man really well until he has 
made love to one. Good-night, Patricia. I’m so glad you have stopped Michael calling you “Pat”. He 
always wrote of you as “Pat”, and I hated it. Why, if you have a musical-sounding name like Patricia, 
change it into something which sounds like a stable-boy?’ 

‘I think so too,’ Patricia agreed, as she bent down to kiss her supposed mother-in-law. 

‘I’m glad,’ Mrs. Harnby said softly, ‘that you came in time.’ 

‘I’m glad too.’ 

‘Last week, when I thought I was dying, I was worried and miserable about Michael. Now that I 
have seen you, it would be—all right.’ 


Too genuinely moved to say anything, Patricia kissed her earnestly. Then she went out of the room, 
closing the door behind her. 



CHAPTER III 


One—two—three! 

As Patricia lay awake, staring into the darkness, the mellow chime of a grandfather clock 
sounded from the hall below. 

She was not a good sleeper in the ordinary way—even without the unusual excitement of the 
evening which had just gone—and among the few things she dreaded were the long silent hours 
when she lay awake, feeling unspeakably alone because all the rest of the lucky world were asleep. 

Now the sound of Michael’s deep, even breathing provided something so like companionship 
that she felt less lonely than she ever had before in the dark night hours. 

After she had left Mrs. Hamby that evening, she had gone downstairs and had supper with 
Michael in a small, cheerful dining-room, with a ridiculously round bay window and warm, apricot- 
tinted carpet and curtains. The meal, set out under the soft glow of candles, had been an excellent 
one, and Patricia had reflected that if life lay in somewhat dangerous paths just now, they were 
remarkably pleasant paths too. 

Isobel had come in while they were having supper, and, in spite of many digressions on the 
difficulties of bringing up Deborah, she had contrived to exchange a good deal of family news and 
comment with Michael. 

Patricia was exceedingly thankful for this, since it gave her an opportunity of gathering useful 
information without asking direct questions. She learned from the conversation that Isobel was not a 
widow, but the wife of a captain in the Merchant Service, and that, in the usual way, she lived just 
outside Edinburgh. On hearing of her aunt’s illness, however, she had immediately come to London 
to be of any help she could. 

Almost as soon as they had finished their meal, Patricia had pleaded weariness and gone 
upstairs to bed. And, after a tactfully lengthy interval, Michael had followed. 

She rather suspected that he was a good deal exercised in case she might be very unhappy over 
this part of the arrangement. But, once she had shown signs of taking the situation calmly, he 
seemed prepared to do the same. He had fallen asleep almost immediately—or so she had judged 
from his regular breathing. 

Now she was wondering if she might venture to put on the light over her bed. She knew she would 
not sleep for some time, and she would have liked to examine some of the books on the table 
beside her bed. 

Surely if he slept so soundly, she might risk it. 

Patricia put out her hand and switched on the shaded light. 



But almost immediately he rolled over on his side and roused up, looking tousled and oddly 
boyish. 

‘Did you want something?’ He was more awake now, and absently pushed back his dark hair into 
something like order. 

‘I was only going to read. I’m sorry—I didn’t mean to wake you.’ 

‘Read?’ He looked astonished. ‘Whateverfor?’ 

‘I can’t sleep.’ 

‘Oh—I’m sorry. Does it disturb you very much having someone else in the room?’ 

‘No, no, it’s not that,’ she assured him. ‘I often don’t sleep at all well.’ 

He sat up and reached for his dressing-gown. 

‘I’ll fetch you some hot milk. That might make you sleep.’ 

‘No, don’t be absurd. There isn’t the least need.’ 

‘Yes, there is.’ 

‘But I don’t like hot milk.’ 

‘Don’t you?’ He regarded her thoughtfully again. ‘What would you like, then?’ 

‘Nothing. Really. It’s quite unnecessary for you to spoil your good night’s rest on my behalf.’ 

‘You’re doing a lot more than that for me,’ he retorted unexpectedly, as he tied the cord of his 
dressing-gown with an air of decision. ‘I think I know what you’d like.’ 

And before she could make any further protests, he went out of the room. 

He was gone quite a long while. And when he returned he was carrying a tray with two soup bowls 
on it. 

‘Have you decided that you too need a cure for sleeplessness?’ she asked, eyeing the second 
bowl as she sat up. 

‘No. I thought it would be sociable, that’s all.’ 

She laughed, and accepted her bowl with curiosity and pleasure. 

Somehow, in his dressing-gown, leaning back against the end of her bed, he was not nearly such 
a disconcerting person as she had thought. 


Michael—’ She looked rather fixedly into the bottom of the bowl. 



‘Yes?’ 


‘I think I want to apologise to you.’ 

‘For what?’ The smile deepened a little, but as she was not looking at him she didn’t see that. 

‘For what I said about your wife. It was rude and stupid, I suppose.’ 

‘It was,’ he agreed. 

She looked up quickly—a little indignantly—and then met his amused eyes. 

‘But I shouldn’t like to say,’ he added reflectively, ‘that I wasn’t rude and stupid to you once or twice 
yesterday. It wasn’t an easy day, Patricia, for either of us.’ 

‘No, that’s true. Does that mean—that I’m forgiven?’ 

He inclined his head—still amused, she saw. 

‘If you wish it said in so many words—yes.’ 

‘Hm. That’s good. I’ll remember another time that I don’t know her and you do. And that you’re very 
fond of her. You are, aren’t you?’ 

‘Very,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Finished?’ 

‘Um-hm.’ She handed over the empty bowl, and he put them both on a side table. 

‘Michael—would you hate to tell me any more about it? Don’t think I’m being inquisitive, and don’t 
say anything if you really don’t want to, but I feel terribly unsure of myself when I talk to your mother 
or to Isobel. They seem to know so much more about me than I do myself.’ 

He smiled faintly and sat down again on the end of her bed. 

They don’t really know much, Patricia.’ 

‘Well, then, they’re all the more likely to question me. They are sure to want to know more, and I 
can’t just launch out into whatever seems to me an interesting account of myself. I’m certain to trip 
up somewhere.’ 

‘I suppose so,’ he agreed reflectively. 

‘Since you haven’t told them much—or haven’t told your mother at any rate—I take it that what 
there is to tell would not be very—acceptable, shall we say?’ 

He frowned. 


‘My mother wouldn’t have cared about the circumstances in which we met.’ He thrust his hands 
deeper into his pockets. ‘Patricia, will you try not to judge her harshly if I tell you how things really 



were?’ 


‘Of course.’ 

‘No, not “of course” at all. You’re rather intolerant where your own sex are concerned, I think.’ 

‘Am I?’ Patricia was genuinely surprised. And then realised that he based his view simply and 
solely on the fact that she could not see eye to eye with him about the other Patricia. She felt 
amusedly impatient for a moment, and then found that she was rather touched by his loyalty to the 
woman who had served him very badly. ‘I’ll try to be sympathetic and understanding,’ she promised. 

He smiled slightly again. 

‘Well, one thing you won’t find difficult to be sympathetic about is that she, like you, was getting 
very near the end of her resources when I met her.’ 

Patricia forbore to ask what she was doing in Paris, in that case, and waited for the rest of the 
story. 

‘Apparently all her hopes were centred on a rich and eccentric uncle, who was expected to leave 
all his money to his pretty niece. When the time came, however, he left her fifty pounds, and all the 
rest went to charity.’ 

‘So that Patricia was left with fifty pounds and no prospects?’ 

‘Exactly. She decided—and I’m afraid this is the bit you will disapprove of—to blow the lot in one 
final fling before she settled down to being a mannequin or a shopgirl, or whatever she would have 
to be. When I met her she was trying—pathetically, I think—to drain the last drop from her very short 
draught of pleasure.’ 

Trying to find a rich husband to save her bacon for her is much more like it,’ thought Patricia 
cynically. But she hastily rejected the thought as unworthy. 

Aloud she said: 

‘You mustn’t think I disapprove. I can understand anyone doing that.’ Which was true. ‘I think I 
probably shouldn’t do it myself, but I wouldn’t criticise anyone for spending their own money the way 
they like best.’ 

‘That’s how I feel about it,’ agreed Michael—who probably had never had to think twice about 
money in any case, thought Patricia. 

After a moment she said: 

‘How long did you know her before you married her?’ 

‘A month.’ 


Oh, dear!’ 



There was no need to hang about over a long engagement,’ he retorted impatiently. ‘And anyway 
she was in no position to do that.’ 

‘I see. And which are the circumstances you think your mother would disapprove of?’ 

He looked slightly restive. 

‘As I told you, Mother is—is quite charmingly worldly. But, in some ways, she is rather cynical too. 
You see, all her youth was spent in the atmosphere of the continental theatre. It’s a bit disillusioning.’ 

‘It must be,’ Patricia agreed. 

‘And she would almost certainly regard Pat as—well, as something of an adventuress.’ 

Patricia thought of his mother saying, ‘I am a good judge of women.’ That made it rather difficult 
to think of anything to say, and she murmured, ‘I see,’ not very convincingly. 

Apparently he didn’t think it much of a comment, because, with a sudden little gust of anger, he 
exclaimed: 

‘And that’s what you think her too, I suppose. I was a fool to tell you!’ 

‘No, Michael, that isn’t true.’ Leaning forward, she put her hand on his arm. I’m not going to 
pretend that I could possibly judge without meeting her myself. I’m trying to see the whole thing as 
you see it, that’s all.’ 

I’m sorry.’ He thrust his hand through his hair, making it very untidy again. ‘I’m being ridiculous 
and unreasonable, I know. But,’ he added with rather tragic simplicity, ‘I’m so terribly worried.’ 

‘I know, I know. I’m sorry,’ Patricia said. ‘I wish could be more comforting. It’s terrible to be right 
away from someone you love, and not to know what’s happening or what they’re thinking or hoping 
or regretting.’ 

He raised his head and looked at her curiously. 

‘You speak as though you really know. Is there—anyone?’ 

‘Oh—not anything as definite or as tragic as this.’ She laughed sadly. ‘It’s just that—yes, there 
was someone. But after my father lost all his money—well, it was over. That’s all.’ 

‘But if he turned you down because you hadn’t money after all he’s not worth worrying about, 
Patricia.’ He was very earnest about that, as though he really wished to console her. 

‘Oh, he didn’t turn me down. I suppose, if anything, I turned him down. There was nothing definite 
about it—perhaps I was silly and had imagined more than there was. But in any case—you see, his 
family lost a good deal because of my father, and that made me feel much worse than our losing 
everything. I just faded out as quickly and unobtrusively as possible. I didn’t 1/1 ant them to be 
generous or—or to have him sorry or feel responsible about me.’ 



‘I think that’s overdoing things.’ Michael sounded unexpectedly emphatic. ‘Suppose he wanted 
desperately to keep in touch with you and didn’t care a damn about the money?’ 

There is such a thing as pride,’ Patricia pointed out with a dry little smile. 

And at that moment four o’clock struck downstairs. 

‘Look here, you must get some sleep.’ He stood up, looking extremely grave and concerned. ‘I’ve 
kept you awake, rather than helped you to sleep.’ 

‘No, I think I shall sleep now. It must be your bouillon.’ 

She lay down and reached lazily for the bedclothes, to draw up over her. A good deal to her 
amusement, he covered her up with an air of some care. Then he put out her light for her, before he 
got into bed once more. 

She thought he said, ‘Good-night, Patricia,’ again. But she was not quite sure because she was 
suddenly deliciously and overwhelmingly sleepy. 

When Patricia woke later he was evidently already up and dressed. Glancing at the little bedside 
clock, she saw it was already half-past eight and, as she had forgotten to ask last night what the 
breakfast arrangements were in the house, she bathed and dressed as quickly as possible and 
went downstairs. 

Michael looked up from The Times and said: 

‘Good morning, Patricia. I thought I wouldn’t wake you when you had such a poor night.’ 

The only other occupant of the room was Deborah, who looked at Patricia and said at once: 

‘Why doesn’t he kiss you?’ 

‘Perhaps he’s already kissed me upstairs,’ Patricia replied with praiseworthy promptness. 

‘But he said you were asleep. It doesn’t count when you’re asleep.’ 

‘You mind your own business, young woman,’ Michael said with decision, and picked up his 
paper again. 

‘I know who you are now,’ she said, as the maid brought in breakfast. ‘You’re my Aunt Patricia.’ 

‘Yes. Quite right,’ agreed Patricia, somewhat surprised to find herself suddenly a fully-fledged 
aunt. 

Michael finally put aside his paper and came to the table. 

‘Isobel asked us not to wait. She had to do some telephoning and may be some time.’ 


Very well.’ Patricia turned her attention to Deborah, who immediately announced: 



‘I shan’t eat my brekfuss to-day.’ 

‘All right, dear,’ Patricia said equably, and began to pour out the coffee. 

Deborah fingered a spoon doubtfully. 

‘I’m not going to eat my cereal and I’m not going to eat my egg,’ she amplified her statement. 

‘No, I know. You’ve told us already.’ Patricia handed Michael his coffee and began on her own 
breakfast. 

‘Do you have to go to the bank to-day, Michael?’ 

‘Yes. I want to get down there as soon as possible and see how things have gone while I was 
away. I’ve been away a good while, you see, and—’ 

‘Yes, dear, I know.’ Patricia smiled in a way that was intended to remind him that she knew at 
least as well as he did how long they had both been away. 

‘Eh? Oh yes, of course.’ 

‘Well, to-morrow I shan’t eat my brekfuss,’ burst out Deborah, and began on her cereal with 
stormy appetite. 

Michael gave her a surprised glance, and then suddenly grinned at Patricia in comprehension. 

‘Michael’s really very nice and boyish when he does that,’ Patricia thought. 

And then Isobel came in. 

She monopolised the conversation for the next ten minutes, running on in her inconsequential way 
and saying nothing of real importance, and yet supplying Patricia with a. valuable background of 
the people and situations that made up her new life. 

Presently, however, Deborah made herself heard again. 

‘Do you think Uncle Michael loves Aunt Patricia?’ she asked her mother with dreadful bluntness. 

‘Darling, of courseV Isobel spoke with such shocked conviction that Patricia could not help 
wondering if Michael were as amused as she was. ‘What a funny thing to ask!’ 

‘Well, he didn’t kiss her when she came in to brekfuss.’ 

‘Well, well, I expect he’s kissed her lots of other times,’ Isobel insisted cheerfully. 

‘Has he?’ Deborah peered round her mother at Patricia. 

‘Certainly,’ lied Patricia with admirable calm. 

And then Susan came in, to tell them that Mrs. Harnby had had a good night, and seemed a little 



stronger that morning. 

‘I’ve finished my brekfuss. I’m going with Susan,’ Deborah said, and scrambled down from her 
seat. 

Susan accepted this intimation with resignation, but Patricia had the impression that she too had 
a sneaking liking for the child. 

Michael got up, pushing back his chair. Then he paused a little awkwardly beside Patricia. For a 
moment she wondered why, and then realised that Deborah’s words had sunk in. 

With admirable composure she said, ‘Good-bye, darling,’ and held up her face to be kissed. 

There was the slightest hesitation. Then he bent down, and his lips met hers—very firmly. 

When Michael had gone, Isobel seemed quite prepared to indulge in a friendly half-hour’s gossip. 
It was nice of her, Patricia thought, but it was also a disturbing attention she could willingly have 
dispensed with. 

‘I suppose you and Michael won’t start looking round for a place of your own until—well, until Aunt 
Leni is better?’ Isobel said, taking an optimistic view of things. 

‘Oh, I don’t think so.’ Patricia wondered in some alarm whether she and Michael would be driven 
into house-hunting before they were finished. ‘Our plans are really very vague at present.’ 

‘Yes. Though I expect you worked things out in theory while you were on your honeymoon trip. 
Before Aunt Leni’s illness upset everything, I mean.’ 

‘More or less,’ Patricia was forced to admit. 

‘Are you going to have a flat or a house?’ 

‘Oh, a—a house, I think.’ 

‘Urn—hm. One can do so much more with a house.’ Isobel became thoughtful and domesticated. 
‘It’s more fun to furnish for one thing. You can spread yourself more, if you know what I mean. I 
always think shopping for a house is such fun,’ she went on. ‘Even more fun than shopping for 
oneself. And anyway, I suppose you got your trousseau in Paris, and probably picked up all sorts of 
nice extras on your honeymoon.’ 

Patricia mentally reviewed the contents of her one suitcase, and felt a chill creep down her spine. 

‘Well, to tell the truth, there wasn’t time to buy much of a trousseau,’ she explained with 
inspiration. ‘And then we found it so convenient travelling without much luggage that I decided to 
wait until we were back in London before I started buying much.’ 

‘I suppose Michael’s wedding present was a great stand-by in the earlier part of your journey?’ 


Yes. Oh—most certainly.’ 



(What on earth had Michael given her for her wedding present? A fur coat, most likely. But one 
couldn’t risk any positive statement. It might have been a fur cape—or just furs. Or even a fitted 
dressing-case, come to that.) 

‘You must let me see it later,’ Isobel babbled on affably. ‘From what Aunt Leni said, it must be 
lovely.’ 

‘Yes, of course. But it—I haven’t got it with me, you know. It’s coming on with the rest of the 
luggage.’ Patricia felt as though she had just recovered her balance on a tight-rope. ‘We just 
grabbed a couple of suitcases, and came on by car as fast as we could. I expect the other things will 
go into store for a while.’ 

‘Oh, don’t you think that’s risky, Patricia? I always think it’s terribly risky to store furs. Especially at 
this time of year.’ 

(‘Well, anyway, it was something furry,’ thought Patricia.) 

Aloud she said: 

‘Urn—I daresay you’re right. We did everything in such a hurry, of course, that I hadn’t thought out 
things like that. But—yes, I’m sure you’re right,’ she added with decision. And then, feeling that she 
had surely done all that was necessary so far as dangerous conversation was concerned, she stood 
up. 

At that moment Deborah came back into the room. 

‘Can we go out now?’ she demanded. ‘I want to go in the Park an’ see the ducks.’ 

‘Yes, darling. Mummy’s just coming.’ Isobel got up too, obedient to her tyrant’s behest. ‘Shall we 
ask Aunty Patricia to come too? Wouldn’t that be nice?’ 

‘No,’ Deborah said coldly. ‘It wouldn’t.’ 

‘Oh, but I’m sure you’d like Aunty Patricia to come,’ Isobel insisted with misplaced optimism. 

‘No, I shouldn’t.’ 

‘I can’t come, anyway,’ Patricia explained, feeling unequal to any more conversation and 
questioning. ‘I have some letters to write.’ 

She remembered, just too late, that she was supposed to be a sensationally bad correspondent. 
But fortunately Isobel was too deeply engaged in the struggle with Deborah’s manners to notice any 
little inconsistency. 

Ten minutes after they had gone the telephone bell rang, and the quiet-voiced maid came to tell 
Patricia she was wanted. 

‘For me?’ Patricia looked unnaturally startled, before she remembered that of course it could not 
possibly be anyone who knew her in her own identity. 



‘Yes, madam. It’s Mr. Harnby.’ 

‘Oh—of course.’ 

Feeling rather foolish, Patricia went to take the message. 

‘Hello, Patricia. Is that you?’ 

‘Yes. Is anything wrong?’ 

‘Wrong? No. What should be wrong?’ 

‘Oh—nothing. I just wondered why you had rung.’ 

‘I thought you might like to meet me for lunch.’ 

‘Oh, Michael, how nice of you!’ She was genuinely pleased at the attention. 

‘Well, I thought it might be less awkward than having to exchange conversation with Isobel all 
lunch-time.’ 

‘Yes—of course.’ It didn’t sound quite so gratifying put that way. ‘Where shall I meet you?’ 

‘Is there anywhere special you would like to go?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so. I’ll leave it to you.’ 

‘The Savoy, then. I’ll meet you in the foyer about one. Is that all right?’ 

‘Yes, of course. Oh, and—Michael?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

She lowered her voice. 

‘Michael, what did you give me for a wedding present?’ 

‘Oh—’ He laughed suddenly, and she thought again what a very pleasant laugh he had when he 
was genuinely amused. ‘A fur coat, Patricia. A very fine mink, as a matter of fact. Why?’ 

‘Only that Isobel is dying to see it, and I’m terrified she’ll ask me to describe it at least, next time 
we’re talking about clothes.’ 

‘I see.’ He still sounded amused, but he was thoughtful too now. ‘We’d better get you one, 
Patricia.’ 

‘Better—what?’ 


Get you a fur coat.’ 



‘Oh, but—’ She had to stop suddenly because Susan was coming downstairs. ‘Very well. I’ll meet 
you at the Savoy at one.’ 

‘Good.’ Michael rang off, and Patricia turned to speak to Susan. 

‘I’ll be out to lunch, Susan. I’m meeting Michael.’ 

‘All right.’ Susan nodded. 

‘Could I see Mrs. Harnby now?’ To her surprise, Patricia found she said that from a real desire to 
see her supposed mother-in-law, in spite of all the risks. 

But Susan shook her head. 

‘No. Better wait until the afternoon. The doctor likes her to take things easily in the mornings until 
after he has been.’ 

Patricia agreed to the arrangement at once. And presently, since there was little else for her to do, 
she went out into the sunshine, deciding to go shop-gazing, and glean some ideas on furnishing, in 
preparation for Isobel’s next series of questions. 

It was odd, somehow, this idea of furnishing in imagination a house that would never be hers. And 
she could spend practically what she liked too! A husband who took one to lunch at the Savoy and 
casually offered one a second mink coat would hardly be likely to turn mean over an extra twenty 
guineas on the dining-room carpet. 

Things would hardly have been on that lavish scale if she had married Phil Magerton, of course. 
They would have been very comfortable financially, but—Oh, well, in any case, it was ridiculous to let 
one’s imagination run riot over that business. It was all over long ago. There was no point in 
furnishing a house, even in imagination, for that dream. 

And presently Patricia left her shop-gazing, and because, even in the midst of plenty, she still had 
only two pounds four shillings and eleven pence halfpenny of her own, she took a bus down to the 
Savoy. 



CHAPTER IV 


He was already there when she arrived—standing by the travel bureau, rather absently studying a 
lavishly illustrated brochure. 

‘Hello, Michael.’ 

‘Oh, hello.’ 

He turned quickly, putting the brochure back on the counter as he did so, with a faintly 
disconcerted air. 

‘Have I kept you waiting?’ 

‘No, you’re wonderfully punctual. Would you like a cocktail?—or sherry?’ 

‘Sherry, please.’ 

How pleasant it was to indulge in these expensive, unnecessary things once more! 

Poor boy I she thought, as they crossed the lounge. He’d been looking at photographs of places 
where he had been with the other Patricia, of course. It was hard to remember sometimes how 
bitterly, wretchedly worried he must be about her. 

Over their sherry he mentioned the fur coat again. 

‘I think we had better go and buy it this afternoon,’ he said. 

‘But, Michael—’ she was a good deal distressed—‘you can’t go buying me expensive presents 
like that.’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘It isn’t necessary—really. I told Isobel we had left most of our luggage to be sent on later—made 
up some vague story about storing most of it.’ 

‘Whereupon Isobel informed you that your coat would have moth in it, long before you were ready 
to wear it again?’ 

Patricia laughed. 

‘How did you know? She did say something like that.’ 

‘Oh, Isobel always says something like that. Well, did she persuade you to take the coat out of 
storage?’ 


I said I would, some time soon.’ 



Then we must produce a coat, my dear.’ It was the first time he had used such a term to her, and 
although it sounded very strange to Patricia’s ears, he seemed not even to have noticed that he had 
used it. 

‘But, Michael, we might at least wait a few days and—and see what happens.’ 

‘No.’ He was suddenly peculiarly obstinate about it. ‘I should like you to have the coat anyway.’ 

She opened her eyes rather wide. 

‘Do you mind telling me why?’ 

He smiled and shrugged. 

‘As an expression of my appreciation of what you are doing for me, if you like. ’ 

‘It seems a rather costly expression of appreciation,’ Patricia said practically. 

‘Unseasonable, if you like, but not too expensive, considering all you are doing. Shall we go in and 
have lunch now?’ 

Any further protest seemed out of place, and Patricia accompanied him into the grill room without 
commenting on his estimate of her services. 

When they had chosen their lunch—or rather, when he had, because Patricia preferred to leave 
that to him—he leaned back in his chair and regarded her thoughtfully. 

‘At the risk of arousing further protest, I think I must point out that there is one other thing which you 
must have.’ 

‘And that is?’ 

‘Some sort of ring, Patricia. You need not have a wedding ring, if you have any—sentimental or 
superstitious feeling against that. We can pretend you are modern enough to prefer not to wear one. 
But it is inconceivable that I should not have given you any sort of ring when we—well, when we 
became engaged.’ 

‘I suppose it is.’ She looked troubled again. Then, recollecting that jewellery at least could be 
returned, she said, ‘Well, one can usually realise on jewellery fairly well, I suppose.’ 

‘Realise?’ 

‘I mean, you could sell a ring again, when—when it was all over.’ 

‘My dear girl, whatever ring or fur coat or anything else buy you will become your own property 
absolutely. You can regard them as—shall we say?—matrimonial perquisites.’ 


You must be rather frighteningly rich, Michael,’ she said thoughtfully. 



‘No, not frighteningly so. But sufficiently wealthy to be reasonably generous to someone who is 
doing a great deal for me.’ 

‘Do you know?’—she still regarded him thoughtfully—‘I thought yesterday that you were a rather 
forbidding and difficult person. To-day you, seem quite different.’ 

‘I was a good deal worried yesterday,’ 

‘And not to-day?’ 

‘Not so much to-day, Patricia. And somehow I forget the worry from time to time in your company.’ 
And then—hardly pausing as he changed the subject—’ You made something of a hit with Mother, 
you know.’ 

‘I’m glad. I like her immensely.’ 

‘I thought you must. She said something that—well, I don’t know whether to be more pleased or 
worried about it.’ He frowned. 

‘What did she say?’ 

That she had no idea it was so easy to love a daughter-in-law, particularly when one had dreaded 
the meeting,’ 

‘Oh, Michael! She said that?’ Patricia flushed with pleasure. ‘How sweet of her. I—I wish you’d tell 
her—I felt the same.’ 

After lunch he motored her to a famous store, where even the request for a fur coat on a June day 
seemed to make no unusual demands on their celebrated efficiency. 

‘Of course we don’t carry a very varied, stock at this time of year,’ explained the svelte young 
woman who attended to them. Nevertheless, she seemed able to present a sufficiently bewildering 
selection. 

To Patricia’s surprise, she discovered that Michael had very definite—and extremely well-informed 
—tastes where these matters were concerned. He unerringly chose the coat which, suited her best. 
It was a beautifully worked, expensive-looking thing, silkily supple and of a softly smoky shade of 
brown. 

‘Yes, it’s lovely. The perfect coat for you, Patricia. Don’t you think so?’ 

‘I simply love it. I only feel that—somehow—it’s an imposition to let you buy it.’ 

‘Nonsense, my dear. Every man likes to buy his wife a fur coat, even if—’ 

‘Patricia! My dear girl, where on earth have you sprung from? I was beginning to give up hope of 
finding you.’ 


For a second Patricia felt powerless to turn and face the man who had addressed her. And when 



she did, she spoke his name just a moment before she looked at him. ‘Why—Phil! What are you 
doing here?’ 

The same as you, I suppose. Buying furs. But, in my case, it’s a silver fox for an aunt from whom I 
have expectations.’ And Philip Magerton laughed down at her in that gay, careless, altogether 
charming way she remembered so well. 

Characteristically, he hardly seemed to notice her companion. It was she who interested him, and 
his bright, laughing eyes appeared to see only her. 

She turned to make the introductions, realising, as she did so, that there was one way and one 
way only to introduce him: 

This is my husband, Phil. Michael Hamby.’ 

The grey eyes stopped smiling, and, just for a moment, even Philip Magerton’s composure 
faltered. 

‘Your— But I had no idea you were married!’ 

‘No. It was rather a sudden affair—and very quiet.’ 

‘Well—congratulations, Harnby. You’re a very lucky man, if I may say so.’ 

The two shook hands with admirably concealed dislike. 

‘I think so,’ Michael agreed, a little more curtly than the occasion warranted. 

‘So that was why no one seemed to know where you were?’ Philip had turned again to Patricia. ‘I 
looked for you in all the old places, but no one even had news of you.’ 

‘No. We—we’ve been abroad most of the time since we were married. We came home only 
yesterday.’ 

‘I—see. Where are you staying just now?’ 

‘With Michael’s mother.’ Reluctantly she gave the address, and he noted it down carefully. Until that 
moment she had been wondering if she had been a fool to introduce Michael as her husband. But 
he was sure to have asked where he could find her again, of course. There was nothing to do but go 
on with the farce. 

She explained very earnestly about Mrs. Hamby’s illness, and hoped he would take that as 
sufficient reason for their not asking him to the house. 

Apparently he did, because he said: 

‘I hope you’ll both have dinner with me one night when you’re free.’ 


They both said that would be delightful. 



And then he moved away, to buy his fox fur for the important aunt, and Michael and Patricia 
completed the purchase of the mink coat. 

It was all over in a few minutes. The whole encounter could not have taken more than ten minutes, 
she supposed. But in that time any possibility of Phil regarding her—well, with renewed interest 
—had completely disappeared. 

As they came out of the shop Michael said: 

‘Damned unfortunate, I take it?’ 

‘Damned unfortunate,’ Patricia agreed. 

‘I’m so sorry.’ 

‘It can’t be helped. These beastly coincidences do happen sometimes, I suppose.’ 

‘I suppose so.’ He frowned. ‘Anyway, it isn’t for always, Patricia.’ He was very anxious to reassure 
her, she could see. ‘You’ll be able to explain to him later.’ 

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘I shall be able to explain to him later.’ 

No need to worry Michael by pointing out the singular awkwardness of explaining to a man who 
means much to you that you have been playing the role of wife to another man. 

‘If it’s—terribly important, you can tell him now,’ Michael said suddenly. He was looking straight 
ahead as she spoke, and carefully avoided, her eyes. 

‘Michael—no! It would never do to start telling one set of people one story and one another.’ 

‘It would only be one person.’ 

‘It wouldn’t stop at one person, once we started,’ she pointed out shrewdly. ‘We must stick to our 
story.’ 

‘As you like.’ He shrugged with an air of some indifference, and she thought he was faintly 
ashamed of having been weak enough to offer to sacrifice common sense to sentiment. 

‘It was nice of you to suggest it, though, Michael,’ she said softly. 

He gave her a troubled, rather kindly glance. 

‘I suppose he is the man who—’ 

‘Yes. But there was nothing much in it, you know. I mean—he may not have been in the least 
serious. It hadn’t reached that stage.’ 

‘I hope he wasn’t serious,’ Michael stated deliberately. 

‘You—Michael! What on earth do you mean by that?’ 



I don’t like the fellow.’ 


‘It isn’t really necessary that you should,’ she pointed out sharply. 

‘No? Doesn’t a husband expect to have some interest in the choice of his wife’s friends?’ 

‘In the circumstances—no,’ Patricia said, a little surprised to find that he could bring himself to 
refer to her as his wife, even in joke. 

‘Very well.’ He dismissed the subject then with a smile. ‘Now about this fur coat—I suppose the 
best thing would be for me to take it back with me to my office, and we can produce it “from store” in 
a day or two, at the right moment.’ 

‘Have you anywhere to keep it there?’ 

‘Oh yes,’ he said carelessly. 

‘I mean—anywhere safe,’ Patricia explained anxiously. ‘I should be heartbroken now if anything’ 
happened to it.’ 

‘Would you?’ He smiled. ‘I’ll see that it’s safe, Patricia. I’m glad you like it so much.’ 

‘I simply love it,’ she assured him. And she thought he contrived to look singularly pleased, 
considering that he must be recollecting a much more important occasion when he had bought a fur 
coat before. 

She parted from him after that, and went back to the house near Birdcage Walk. 

As she came in, the telephone was ringing, and she automatically picked up the receiver. 

‘Hello?—It’s all right, Julia,’ she said the next moment to the maid who had come into the hall, for 
she had recognised the voice immediately. 

Julia withdrew again, and Patricia went on: 

‘Phil, what on earth is it? I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.’ 

‘Didn’t you?’ Are you quite sure you didn’t expect to hear from me.at the earliest possible 
moment?’ 

‘Well—’ She laughed a little nervously. ‘I’m very glad to hear from you, of course. What is it?’ 

That I simply must see you for a long talk, Patricia. I’m absolutely staggered about this marriage of 
yours, for one thing. I want to hear all about it. I want to know a dozen things about you. Can’t you 
meet me for tea this afternoon?—Just you yourself, of course.’ Evidently he had less than no interest 
in the new husband. 

There isn’t really a great deal to talk over,’ she said slowly—and then thought how extremely 
fatuous that must sound. ‘Oh, well, Phil, I’ll come. I’d like to. It’s such a long time since we had any 



sort of talk, and of course you want to hear all about Michael.’ 


The brief pause showed that Phil had no wish whatever to hear all about Michael. But his eager, 
‘Good!’ which followed almost immediately, expressed all his relief and pleasure in the thought of 
seeing her. 

‘Barbellion’s?—Four o’clock?’ 

‘Yes, that will do beautifully. Four o’clock.’ 

Thank you, Patricia,’ he said earnestly, and then she rang off. 

‘Are you going out to tea? And who is “Phil”? inquired Deborah’s voice behind her. 

Patricia swung round. 

‘Yes, I’m going out to tea.’ 

‘Could I come too?’ 

‘No, Deborah, I’m afraid not.’ 

Deborah looked, annoyed. 

‘Is Phil another lady?’ 

‘You ask too many questions,’ Patricia patted Deborah’s round cheek rather hard. Then she 
realised immediately that she had done the wrong thing. Her evasion had merely fixed the name in 
the child’s head. But it was too late to do anything about it now. 

As she turned away, Susan came out of Mrs. Hamby’s room. She smiled quite agreeably at 
Patricia and said: ‘Oh, Mrs. Harnby said she’d like to see you when you came in.’ 

‘Of course.’ Patricia went into the room with every appearance of pleasure. But, as a matter of 
fact, Mrs. Harnby could scarcely have chosen a more inopportune moment. Patricia had only just 
realised how late it really was. The choosing of the coat must have taken longer than she had 
thought, and there was scarcely more than reasonable time to reach Bond Street for her 
appointment with Phil. 

Mrs. Harnby was looking alert and smiling, though by daylight her air of delicacy was very 
noticeable indeed. 

‘Hello, Patricia dear. Have you onlyjust come in?’ She glanced at Patricia’s hat and coat. 

‘Yes. I lunched with Michael, and then we idled about rather afterwards—looking at shops and so 
on.’ 

‘I see. Buying things for the new home?’ 

‘Oh—no. We’re not doing anything very definite about that yet, you know. We want to have a good 



look around.’ 


‘Of course. But—’ Mrs. Hamby eyed her with that cool, smiling air—’ you don’t have to feel that you 
must stay on here indefinitely, just because I’m ill, you know. It’s quite natural for you to want to set 
about finding your own place, and—I’ve told Michael—there isn’t any point in waiting just to see 
whether I’m going to die or not.’ 

‘Oh, please—!’ 

Mrs. Harnby laughed. 

‘Oh, does it shock you when I talk like that? ’ 

‘Well, at least it makes me unhappy,’ Patricia said with truth. 

‘Does it? You are a nice child, Patricia. Tell me something—Did you expect to like me?’ 

‘Yes,’ Patricia said, with hardly a moment’s hesitation. ‘From the first moment Michael described 
you, I thought I was going to like you.’ 

‘Funny.’ Mrs. Harnby wrinkled her smooth forehead thoughtfully. Then I wonder why I thought I 
shouldn’t like you. Michael must have described you very badly or something. You don’t seem right, 
somehow, Patricia. You’re like another person.’ 

Patricia felt her spine tingle uncomfortably. 

‘Well, does it matter much?’ She contrived to laugh carelessly. ‘Since I take it that the surprise is 
pleasant rather than unpleasant.’ 

‘No, it doesn’t matter, of course. It’s just—queer. And—yes, of course, it’s a pleasant surprise. 
You’re just the kind of girl I really wanted Michael to marry. It makes me so happy and—well, 
somehow. You don’t know how much more energy and spirit I seem to have since I have seen you.’ 

‘I think you had plenty of spirit before,’ Patricia told her gently, resisting a desire to glance at her 
watch. ‘But I’m awfully glad if my coming made you happier and better.’ 

‘It did. I suppose that sounds rather fanciful to you,’ Mrs. Harnby said slowly. ‘But—though I wouldn’t 
have him know it for the world—I’m terribly wrapped up in Michael.’ 

‘Yes, I think I understood that.’ 

‘You see—I don’t know if Michael ever told you, but I was a dancer in my youth—’ 

‘Yes, of course he told me. A ve ry famous dancer, weren’t you?’ 

‘We—ell—' The deprecating smile hardly hid the fact that she was gratified her son had described 
her as such. ‘Quite well-known, shall we say? I was much fonder of my career than anything else. 
Then I made the mistake of marrying my husband. Then Michael came along. I tried not to let him 
take the place of all that I had lost, and more. But of course that was what really happened. I 



shouldn’t ever want him to know it. Nothing cramps a man so much as to know that his lightest action 
means happiness or unhappiness to someone else. And so, when I thought—as I did think—that he 
had married the wrong woman—’ 

Patricia’s eyes had widened with something like real alarm. 

‘It must have been terrible for you,’ she said softly. 

‘Well, at least it made me feel, when I was very ill, that there was no special reason to bother about 
getting well.’ 

‘You mustn’t ever feel like that again,’ Patricia exclaimed passionately. ‘It’s very wrong. Michael 
needs—’ 

‘Oh, I shouldn’t feel like that again,’ Mrs. Hamby assured her tranquilly. ‘Not now I know he has 
married you.’ 

‘I—see,’ Patricia said rather flatly. 

That time when she glanced at her watch it was quite mechanical, but Mrs. Hamby said at once: 

‘Am I keeping you, dear? Don’t stay here talking if you want to go anywhere.’ 

‘Oh, it’s—all right. I have a tea-time appointment, though. I expect I’d better go now.' She stood up. 

‘Yes, of course. With Michael?’ 

The inquiry was not intended as more than a most casual one. There was nothing curious about it. 
But it was with the utmost difficulty that Patricia kept her colour down. 

‘No—oh no. An old school-friend of mine. ’ 

She knew the lie was ridiculous and unnecessary, the moment it was out of her mouth. Why on 
earth couldn’t she just have left it at ‘an old friend,’ instead of overdoing things by implying that it was 
a woman friend? 

Even when she was out of the room—out of the house, in fact, she was still telling herself 
impatiently that she was hopeless at this business of deception. 

It was that vague feeling that Phil very definitely intended it to be a meeting free from husbands 
which had made her instinctively anxious to avoid the slightest question from Mrs. Hamby. 

Well, that must mean Phil was fonder of her than she had dared to imagine. 

Only, if so, he was technically guilty of trying to make up to another man’s wife and— 

Oh, well, it was all the most ridiculous and unfortunate muddle, anyway! And her taxi had stopped 
in Bond Street before Patricia had come to any real decision on the wisest line to take. 


Phil must have been sitting watching the door, because the moment she came in, he got up and 



came quickly towards her. 

‘Phil, I’m most frightfully sorry. I really couldn’t help it.’ 

‘It doesn’t matter a bit, my dear, now you’ve come.’ He was taking her coat for her, with an air of 
affectionate solicitude, and, when they had sat down at the corner table he had secured, he looked 
at her as though he would have forgiven her very much more than unpunctuality. 

‘I was just going to leave the house when I was told Michael’s mother wanted to see me and—’ 

‘Oh, I see.’ He laughed good-naturedly, and quite as though he understood.‘And you couldn’t 
disobey the summons, but you couldn’t very well plead the other engagement.’ 

‘Oh, well, it wasn’t that exactly.’ She felt uneasily that they were establishing quite the wrong 
atmosphere from the very beginning. ‘You mustn’t think she’s interfering or curious or anything like 
that. She’s a darling, as a matter of fact.’ 

‘Yes, I know. Only one wants a few private affairs, even when one is married,’ he suggested 
amusedly. And then he ordered tea. 

Patricia wondered whether it would sound terribly overdone if she started to amplify the subject 
and tried to explain herself more clearly. But Phil didn’t seem to think there was anything more to 
explain. In fact, he ran on at once: 

‘Of course I haven’t been able to think of anything else but this marriage of yours all the afternoon. 
When was it, Patricia?’ 

‘Oh—several months ago.’ She thought, as soon as she had said that, that she ought to have 
sounded a little more explicit and a little more enthusiastic. 

‘And you’re very happy, eh?’ His smiling grey eyes met hers. 

‘Of course.’ 

‘You’re very thoughtful, Patricia.’ He was smiling still. But then that was nothing to go by, because 
Phil could smile even when everything went wrong for him. 

‘I was wondering just where to begin,’ she lied. ‘What you would most like to hear?’ 

‘You said you had been abroad a good deal?’ 

‘Yes. We went on a world tour for our honeymoon. We met in Paris, you know.’ 

‘In Paris?’ He seemed most unnecessarily interested in that, and added,‘In—Paris, eh? Of 
course.’ 

‘Of course what?’ 


Nothing. I was just trying to remember something. It’s come back now.’ 



‘Something about Paris—or me?’ She felt uneasy. And somehow the odd way he glanced at her 
made her no more comfortable. 

‘Never mind just now.’ 

‘Phil, don’t be so mysterious,’ she said. But he only smiled, and took the opportunity of their tea 
being brought to avoid answering her question. 

‘It was about the end of last year, I take it?’ 

‘Um-hm. Just before Christmas.’ 

‘Before Christmas?’ 

‘Yes. Why not? Is there any special reason why it need have been after Christmas?’ She said that 
with unnecessary sharpness, she realised afterwards. 

‘No,’ he assured her. ‘No reason at all.’ But she noticed that he didn’t quite meet her eyes as he 
took his tea from her. 

‘You don’t seem specially pleased, Phil, to find me happily married.’ She challenged .him boldly 
with that. 

‘Pleased?’ He did meet her eyes then. ‘No. Did you expect me to be specially pleased at finding 
you married to anyone—happily or otherwise?’ 

‘ I don’t know why you—’ 

‘Oh yes, you do, Patricia.’ 

‘Please, Phil. You mustn’t talk to me like that,’ she said in some agitation. And for a moment she 
really thought he ought not to. 

‘You mean it’s rather late for me to be saying how / feel about you?’ 

She was silent, in something between dismay and delight. And, taking the opportunity which her 
silence gave him, he went on: 

‘Why did you run away from us all like that, Patricia? Surely you weren’t fond of this fellow then? 
You didn’t even know him, did you?’ 

‘Well, no. I—’ She would have to think of some story quickly, and a confused mixture of her own 
circumstances and those of the other Patricia seemed to present itself to her hand, ready-made, as 
it were. ‘You see, after Father died, I felt so terrible about—everything. I didn’t want to see any of the 
people I had known in such different circumstances. Particularly I didn’t want to be helped perhaps 
by people who had suffered through his failure.’ 


He made an impatient little gesture and said unhappily: 



‘And so you went off to Paris and married someone none of us had ever heard of. At least—none 
of us knew him. He’s one of the banking family, I presume?’ 

Patricia nodded. 

‘I—as a matter of fact, I wasn’t really quite justified in going to Paris. I spent the little bit of my own 
money which was left having a short holiday after—everything, before starting on the job of earning 
my own living.’ 

‘And when a rich banker asked you to marry him instead—’ 

‘Are you suggesting I married Michael for his money?’ Patricia inquired coldly. 

‘I’m not suggesting anything, my dear. You couldn’t have known him long before you married him.’ 

‘Don’t you think you’re being rather—impertinent, Phil?’ 

‘I daresay.’ He grinned at her engagingly. ‘Don’t you think it’s rather the privilege of an old friend to 
be impertinent occasionally? I’m—puzzled by this marriage of yours, Patricia.’ 

‘There’s no need to be.’ She was unnecessarily emphatic about that, because she scented 
danger. ‘People do marry at short notice, you know. They even marry in Paris sometimes.’ 

He laughed. 

‘I daresay you’re right. And I daresay I’m just being impertinent, as you say, and—envious. Don’t let 
it spoil a valued friendship, Patricia, that’s all.’ 

‘I shouldn’t,’ she told him warmly. 

‘When can I see you again?’ He had his elbows on the table now, and was smiling straight into her 
eyes, in that compelling way of his. 

‘I’m not quite sure. You see—’ 

To-morrow afternoon?’ 

‘No, of course not!’ 

‘Why not?’ 

‘Well, for one thing, I’m already engaged,’ she told him drily. 

To go out with him?’ 

‘No. If you must know, I’m taking a little girl to the Zoo.’ 

‘My God! Are there children in this outfit too?’ 


Only one. She’s my niece.’ 



The kind of niece who expects to go and gaze at monkeys in Regent’s Park, eh?’ 

‘No. I shall take her to Whipsnade.’ 

‘And when will you have time for me again?’ 

‘Phil, don’t know, I tell you. I’ll ring you. And, really, I must go now. I hadn’t realised it was so late.’ 
‘Very well.’ He yielded at once. But she knew somehow that he intended to see her again soon. 



CHAPTER V 


When Patricia let herself into the house, with the key which Susan had given her earlier in the day, 
the place seemed very quiet. She went straight upstairs to her bedroom, but, as she passed Mrs. 
Harnby’s room, Deborah came out, in company with Isobel, having evidently been in there to say a 
brief good-night. 

‘Hello,’ she said at once to Patricia. ‘Did you have a nice tea with Phil?’ 

Not all Patricia’s self-control could keep her from colouring. 

‘Very nice, thank you,’ she said a little curtly, and went on to her own room without waiting to speak 
to Isobel. 

Life was becoming so dreadfully complicated when the slightest word could put one in a most 
doubtful position. 

Patricia had already changed for dinner and was putting the last touches to her hair and make-up 
when Michael came into the room. 

She smiled at him in the mirror and said, ‘Hello.’ Here at any rate was someone with whom she 
need not pretend. At least—’ 

The next moment she was wondering if, after all, it would be better not to mention the meeting with 
Phil. His inexplicable dislike and distrust of Phil made the whole subject awkward. And then, of 
course, it was rather difficult to explain just why one had so obviously played the part of the silly, 
indiscreet wife. 

Before she had quite made up her mind to speak, Michael himself introduced an entirely different 
subject. 

‘I got your ring this afternoon, Patricia,’ he said. And then, because the wording of that must have 
struck as strongly on his ears as on hers, he altered it to—‘I mean, the ring we thought necessary, 
you know.’ 

He took the ring out of its case, hesitated, and then—evidently deciding against the idea of 
putting it on her finger himself—he held it out to her. 

‘Thank you, Michael.’ She took it, and then exclaimed, ‘But how lovely!’ 

‘Do you like it?’ 

He came nearer then, and looked at it with some satisfaction as she slipped it on her finger. 


Of course. It’s beautiful. But aren’t sapphires terribly expensive?’ 



He laughed. 


‘Sometimes. I’m glad you like it, though. It suits you.’ And he turned away before she could ask him 
just why he thought it suited her. 

Downstairs that evening Isobel noticed the ring at once and admired it. 

‘Haven’t you seen it before?’ 

Patricia was admirably casual about that.‘It’s my engagement ring, you know. Oh—I wasn’t 
wearing it yesterday. I remember now.’ 

‘I notice you don’t wear your wedding ring,’ Isobel said curiously. 

‘No. I didn’t have one.’ 

‘Didn’t have one?’ Isobel seemed mildly scandalised. ‘Oh, have you got any of those modern 
ideas about not wanting to wear a badge of servitude, or whatever it is modern people think 
marriage is?’ 

‘No,’ Patricia assured her, ‘I haven’t any ideas like that.’ She would have liked to add that she 
thought it self-conscious and silly to marry without a wedding ring, in the ordinary way, and that, if 
she had had any choice in the matter there would most certainly have been a ring. But in taking on 
the other Patricia’s identity there was no choice but to take on her views and prejudices too. 

No more was said, because Isobel had suddenly thought of something much more interesting. 

‘Deborah tells me you very kindly offered to take her but to-morrow afternoon. Is that right?’ 

‘Yes. May I? She very much wants to go to the Zoo, I understand. I should like to take her.’ 

‘But, Patricia, how noble of you. It’s always so hot there, and then the smells are just too, too 
terrible. You really don’t have to sacrifice yourself like that, you know. She would be just as happy if 
you took her to Richmond Park and showed her the deer, or something like that.’ 

‘I really don’t mind,’ smiled Patricia. ‘I shall take her to the open-air Zoo at Whipsnade. It’s really 
very lovely there.’ 

That night when she went up to bed, Patricia found there was a much shorter interval between her 
own retiring, and Michael’s tap on the door. 

‘Come in.’ She sat up and thumped her pillow into a more comfortable shape. And then, when she 
turned back again, she found that Michael was standing beside her bed, smiling slightly, and 
holding a tray with a cup and saucer on it. 

‘Michael! What on earth is this?’ 

‘Your hot drink. To help you to sleep.’ And he went off to have his bath. 



She thought—‘He is a dear. I’ll tell him about going to see Phil this afternoon. It’s silly not to be 
frank about it, especially when we’re in such a doubtful and dangerous position.’ 


But when he came back, his hair rather damp and tousled, whistling softly to himself, she was 
asleep. 

The next day Deborah could talk of nothing but the projected visit to the Zoo. 

Patricia was a good deal touched by her transports of joy when she suggested mildly that it might 
be fun to take sandwiches, instead of lunching formally on their outing. 

Evidently, from Isobel’s languid disgust at the prospect, Deborah was never allowed to do 
anything so informal and ‘primitive’, as her mother called it. 

‘Patricia, it is good of you to indulge her like this. I think picnic meals are too dreadful. All spiders 
and damp grass and things biting your legs. And then the milk gets upset over the food, and things 
like sugar and salt are always forgotten. ‘One just longs for a really good restaurant or one’s own 
home again.’ 

‘Oh, let’s eat out of doors. Let’s eat out of doors,’ begged Deborah, hopping from one foot to the 
other in her eagerness. ‘Just like savages.’ 

‘Well, we’ll try to be a little more civilised than that,’ Patricia said with a smile. ‘But we’ll have a 
picnic, if you like.’ 

‘Ido like,’ Deborah insisted. 

So it was arranged that way. And Julia good-naturedly packed them an excellent picnic lunch. 

Isobel accompanied them to the door with many last-minute warnings which—Patricia could not 
help thinking—must have given Deborah fresh inspiration on the subject of what could most easily 
aggravate her elders. 

Arriving at the Zoo, Patricia ushered her young charge through the turnstile, pausing only to lay in 
a stock of nuts from the kiosk nearby. And then they started off down the centre path, Deborah 
clinging to her hand and dancing up and down as she insisted: 

‘I only want to see the very wild animals.’ 

It was a beautiful day, and, as they sat on the grass in the shade from a clump of trees, Patricia 
thought there were many less likeable things than taking a little girl out for the day. 

Deborah raised no difficulty whatever about eating a very hearty meal in these novel 
circumstances, and even went so far as to say—gazing at Patricia over the rim of her cup: 

‘I like you, after all.’ 

‘I’m very glad,’ Patricia said unemotionally. And she thought Deborah was faintly relieved that the 
statement was merely accepted at its face value and did not call forth the question and comment 



with which her mother would have greeted it. 


It was when they had almost finished their leisurely meal that a long shadow fell across their 
improvised tablecloth. The shadow of a tall man who did not move on. 

Thinking it was an inquisitive passer-by, Patricia refused to look up, but Deborah said in a 
whisper: 

‘Do you think that man’s hungry? Perhaps he wants a sandwich.’ 

Patricia glanced up then, and exclaimed: 

‘Phil! Whatever brought you here.’ 

‘You did.’ He smiled down at her and Deborah. 

‘May I sit down and accept your young friend’s invitation to a sandwich?’ 

Patricia was too nonplussed to know what to say in the first moment, and it was Deborah who 
asked with interest: 

‘Are you Phil?’ 

‘lam.’ 

He seemed to take that for some form of introduction, for he sat down on the grass beside 
Deborah, accepted the sandwich she offered him, and gravely fell to discussing sandwich-fillings 
with her. 

Patricia remained silent. She was angry, as well as put out, and she wanted Phil to know she was 
angry. He had no right to follow her here like this! Heaven alone knew what sort of comment 
Deborah would make about the meeting afterwards. One couldn’t ask the child to say nothing. It 
would be absurd and undignified, besides putting wrong ideas into the little girl’s head. But she 
would make all sorts of mischief—intentionally or unintentionally—afterwards. 

‘I think your Aunt Patricia isn’t very pleased with us,’ she heard Phil say gravely to Deborah. 

‘We won’t talk about that just now,’ Patricia said quickly, because she could see that Deborah 
was interestedly following every word. 

‘May I come with you to watch the lions led?’ he inquired humbly. And Deborah, apparently 
touched by his manner, or else having taken a fancy to him, said: 

‘Let him come, Aunt Patricia.’ 

‘He can come, if he likes—of course,’ Patricia replied coolly. And, taking this unenthusiastic reply 
for full permission, Phil helped Deborah to repack the sandwich basket, and they set off to find the 
lions. 



Almost immediately Deborah began running ahead a little way and then coming back to report to 
them on the fresh exhibits which awaited them at each turn of the path. This gave Patricia a chance 
to speak openly at last, and she said in a low angry tone: 

‘Phil, it was very wrong of you to turn up like this.’ 

‘But why, my dear? Can’t I also come and enjoy the beauties of this well-arranged place, on an 
exceptionally fine summer day? I don’t seem to be the only ether person who had the idea.’ 

‘You know perfectly well what I mean.’ Patricia refused to smile at his fooling. ‘You can’t follow me 
around like this. Michael—Michael would be furious if he knew,’ she added. And then thought that 
was not a specially tactful point to introduce. 

‘But why need he know?’ Phil’s tone was cool and bold. 

‘Because Deborah will inform him, for one thing,’ retorted Patricia dryly. 

‘Nonsense, my dear. You’re unduly nervous. Children don’t notice things much. They take them for 
granted.’ 

‘You don’t know Deborah,’ Patricia informed him grimly. ‘She notices more than a C.I.D. man, and 
she takes absolutely nothing for granted.’ 

‘But, darling girl, be reasonable! What could it matter if she did say I happened to meet you here? 
It’s a fairly innocent spot, you know, and—as I pointed out before—quite a lot of people do come 
here.’ 

She didn’t answer that, but gave him a worried, speculative glance. Perhaps he was right, of 
course, and she was being ridiculously apprehensive about something which could be made to look 
quite natural. 

‘After all,’ he said softly, ‘only you and I know just vrfiy friend Michael might have reason to object. 
One doesn’t associate lovers’ meetings with lion-feeding.’ 

‘Phil, what are you saying?’ She found suddenly that she was trembling. 

‘You know what I’m saying.’ He took her arm lightly as they strolled along. ‘And you know why I’m 
saying it.’ 

‘You mustn’t talk like this! Really, Phil—Oh, I wish I could explain!’ 

‘What do you want to explain, my sweet?’ 

‘Well, for one thing, you seem to have forgotten that I’m a married woman.’ 

‘Oh no. But you see, I just don’t believe in this marriage of yours.’ 


‘You—don’t—believe in it?’ She went cold all over. 



‘Don’t look so scared.’ He laughed. ‘I don’t mean that I think you’re living in sin. I mean that I know 
—and you know—just why you married Harnby. Cold, hard necessity—as you saw it then. That’s not 
a marriage, Patricia. It’s a sort of business bargain, and—’ 

‘And suppose \had only made a business bargain,’ Patricia interrupted with spirit,‘what about 
loyalty to that? Do you think one has any more right to—to—’ 

‘Let one’s heart go somewhere else?’ he suggested quite coolly. ‘At least it’s not such a betrayal, 
Patricia. But there’s something else too.’ 

‘What?’ Patricia asked rather faintly—a little as though she were afraid to hear the answer, and yet 
she was unable to resist asking. 

‘Suppose Harnby too regarded that tie lightly?’ 

‘But he doesn’t.’ Patricia was surprised to find how indignantly positive she was about that. At 
least she was certain that Michael would not regard any marriage tie lightly. It was not Michael’s way 
to regard things lightly, in any case, she thought with a passing, irrelevant smile. 

‘If you had it proved to you that you’re wrong there —that Michael is not quite the perfect husband 
you imagine—would you be very much hurt?’ 

‘Why, I—’ She paused, nonplussed once more. Then she said impatiently: 

‘But it’s ridiculous to put these hypothetical cases. They have nothing to do—’ 

‘This is not a hypothetical case.’ Phil’s tone cut across hers with sudden sharpness. ‘This is an 
actual fact. Your perfect Michael was busy being unfaithful to you something like a month after he 
had married you.’ 

‘He was not!’ Patricia was furiously indignant. ‘He wouldn’t do such a thing. And how should you 
know, anyway, if he did?’ 

‘Because yesterday was not the first time I saw Michael. I couldn’t think at the time why he was 
familiar, but when you mentioned Paris, it came back at once. I wouldn’t tell you if I thought your 
feelings were involved; but they aren’t. It’s only your pride. Michael and another woman spent 
Christmas at the same hotel in Paris as I did. And they were registered there as husband and wife.’ 

‘Oh—I see.’ Patricia felt like a pricked balloon—all the indignation gone from her, and a very flat 
sensation left. ‘Yes, that’s quite likely,’ she began absently. 

But Phil broke in eagerly: 

Then, you do know he’s like that! You do accept that side of him, and realise that you have every 
right to live your own life accordingly. Then, Patricia dear, why be so angry with me? Why pretend 
I’ve transgressed against a pure and perfect husband, when all the while—’ 

‘It’s not like that a bit,’ Patricia broke in desperately. I can’t explain. But you’ve got it all wrong, 
Phil.’ 



‘There’s one thing I’ve got right,’ he retorted grimly, ‘and you’re going to get it right too. I love you, 
and I don’t consider your marriage to that damned banker is of any importance beside that.’ 

‘Phil!’ 

‘No, don’t start protesting. Because I shan’t believe you. You love me too. You know it—and I know 
it. And if there weren’t such a confounded lot of people found about here, I’d be kissing you until you 
admitted it. As it is—’ 

‘You’re going the wrong way, you two!’ 

An indignant Deborah rushed up, and seized Patricia by the hand. 

That lady there’—Deborah unquestionably pointed—’ says it’s down the other way.’ 

‘All right, Deborah.’ Patricia nervously squeezed the little hand which clutched hers. 

‘My conscience!’ muttered Phil. ‘Are we going to have that kid tacked on to us for the rest of the 
time?’ 


‘Never mind,’ whispered Patricia. And she smiled at him in a way that must have made up for 
many things. 

For Patricia it was almost a relief that Deborah had come running up at that moment. It saved her 
from the necessity of committing herself in words, and it gave her the opportunity of saying all that 
could be said with a smile. 

She didn’t want to have to tell Phil again that he mustn’t talk to her like this. She didn’t want to drag 
in the ridiculous and inaccurate statement that she was already married. She wanted to hear that he 
loved her. 

And he had said it! 

Even now she could hardly believe that he had actually put it into words. 

Once this complicated and rather absurd escapade with Michael was over, she could allow herself 
the full, heavenly luxury of knowing Phil was in love with her. Only a little while longer, and then there 
could be explanations all round, and she would be happy with Phil. 

As they strolled away once more towards the exit, Deborah looked at Phil and inquired with some 
candour: 

‘Are you still coming with us?’ 

Well—’ He grinned at that. ‘Is this a pressing invitation?’ 

Deborah wrinkled her forehead. 


Is he coming with us, Aunty Patricia?’ 



‘As far as the gate,’ Patricia said firmly. 

‘But no farther?’ murmured Phil. 

‘We get our bus there. And I expect you have your car.’ 

‘Yes. But I could—’ 

‘No, thank you, Phil.’ She shook her head. 

‘As you like.’ He seemed suddenly willing to yield to whatever she proposed, perhaps because he 
felt that that handclasp had been reassuring. ‘When shall I see you again?’ That was in a whisper 
which escaped even Deborah’s sharp ears. 

‘I don’t know. I’ll ring you.’ 

‘That’s a promise?’ 

‘Yes, that’s a promise.’ 

‘And you won’t make me wait too long?’ 

‘No,’ Patricia promised. ‘I shan’t make you wait too long. And they exchanged a smile of happy 
significance. 

By the time they reached home Deborah was bursting with newly acquired information, which she 
intended to impart to someone, whether they liked it or not. 

‘Julia!’ she cried, as soon as the door was opened. ‘Julia, where is Mummy? I’ve seen lots and 
lots of very wild animals, an’ we had lunch on the grass, and there were lions and tigers everywhere.’ 

‘Were there, Miss Deborah? That must have been nice,’ Julia said obligingly. ‘Your mother’s in 
Mrs. Hamby’s room.’ 

Before anyone could restrain her, Deborah shot off up the stairs, and Patricia could do no more 
than follow as quickly as possible in the hope that she would be able to prevent too volcanic an 
appearance. 

Isobel was not the only one in Mrs. Hamby’s room. Michael was there too, and they all three looked 
up smilingly as Deborah and Patricia came in. 

‘Hello, my pet.’ In spite of resistance, Isobel hugged her unwilling daughter as though she had 
returned safely from some perilous expedition. ‘Did you have a good time? And have you thanked 
Aunty Patricia nicely?’ 

‘Very unlikely,’ commented Michael, patting his niece’s head rather grimly. ‘Did she tire you out, 
Patricia?’ 


No, of course not. We had a marvellous time.’ 



‘Yes, yes, we did. But 111 tell them,’ insisted Deborah. ‘We saw everything. Lions that did this—’ 
She gave a realistic growl. ‘An’ tigers an’ elephants an’ little animals too, an’ birds. An’ a nice man 
called Phil had lunch with us an’ stayed with us all the afternoon.’ There was a queer little silence, 
during which Patricia felt herself colour, and then whiten. 

‘Who, dear?’ Isobel asked vaguely. ‘Do you mean you met someone you know?’ 

‘Yes. At least, Aunty Patricia knows him. He said she’d made him come, so I suppose she asked 
him on the telephone this morning. Did you ask him on the telephone this morning, Aunty Patricia?’ 

‘No, dear.’ Patricia wished her voice would sound a little less husky and uncertain. ‘You 
misunderstood what he said. It was an old friend of mine, whom we happened to meet,’ she 
explained—to Isobel and Mrs. Harnby, because, somehow, she felt unable to meet Michael’s eyes, 
and that feeling of quite illogical guilt was overwhelming. 

‘Well, supper and bed now,’ declared Isobel, in that spuriously bright tone which indicated that she 
inevitably anticipated opposition from Deborah. ‘Say good-night prettily, and come along.’ 

When the door had closed behind Deborah and her mother, there was another of those awkward 
little silences. Then Mrs. Harnby gave Patricia her usual charming smile and asked her quite 
casually about something which had nothing to do with the vexed subject of the visit to Whipsnade 
nor the mysterious Phil who had made his appearance there. 

It took something of an effort to reply naturally. But Patricia managed to do so. Then after a few 
minutes she made an excuse to leave Michael and his mother together, and went to her own room. 

What did Mrs. Harnby think? What was Michael thinking, come to that? Though of course, one 
could more or less explain to Michael. 

‘Explaining to Michael however, proved nothing like so simple a matter as she had supposed. 

He was very angry indeed. She could see that at once, when he came into the room about ten 
minutes later. And his first impulsive, ill-chosen words confirmed the fact. 

‘Did you have to arrange things that way?’ he demanded impatiently. ‘It may be your own business 
—in fact, of course, it is, but—’ 

‘It is,’ she agreed crisply. 

‘But surely you could have waited a few days. Was there any need to—to throw the fellow at us like 
that?— at Mother in particular.’ 

‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ She was angry too now, much angrier than she had meant to be. ‘You don’t 
suppose I intended your mother to know about it at all, do you?’ 

‘Then why on earth drag Deborah along? And anyway, I don’t think it was in the best of taste to use 
the child to cloak—’ 



‘I didn’t ! You might make sure of your facts before you start being so smug and superior. / didn’t 
arrange this meeting. I had no idea Phil meant to come. He thought—’ 

‘Never mind what he thought,’ Michael interrupted with sudden curtness. ‘How did he know you 
were going to be there?’ 

‘Because I told him myself, quite casually, when I—’ she stopped, confused, and then went on 
defiantly—‘I had tea with him yesterday.’ 

‘My God!’ Michael said—with quite unnecessary rudeness, Patricia considered. ‘Have you 
arranged to see him everyday?’ 

‘I’ve told you’—her voice was dangerously cool and steady—‘I did not “arrange” to see him to-day.’ 

‘Oh no. Of course—I remember. He arranged that. Felt an overwhelming desire, like Deborah, to 
see the wild animals, I suppose.’ 

‘No. An overwhelming desire to see me, if you must know. And another thing you might like to 
know is that you’re behaving in an altogether ridiculous manner. It’s one thing for your mother to be 
puzzled and uneasy at the idea of my meeting Phil—and I’m very sorry she should have been made 
to feel that. I didn’t intend it at all. But it’s quite another matter for you to start playing the heavy 
husband, and behaving as though you really have some right to control my choice of friends.’ 

He frowned—a good deal taken aback, she could see, to find that he had made this unusual 
protest. Thrusting his hands into his pockets, he began to walk up and down the room, in that 
characteristic way of his. 

‘I’m sorry,’ he said at last, fetching up in front of her. ‘It isn’t my business, of course—particularly 
when you’re going so much out of your way to help me. I don’t know quite why I got so hot about it, 
only—’ 

‘Ido,’ she interrupted, very eager to be magnanimous too, now that his anger had departed. ‘It all 
seemed rather cheap and silly—I do realise that. Particularly in the way it must have sounded to your 
mother. And that made you mad. That and the fact that you were anxious in case it made her at all 
suspicious. And—and anyway, you don’t like Phil, do you?’ 

He made a slightly apologetic little grimace. 

‘Well, no, I don’t. But no doubt that’s not my business either,’ he conceded. ‘Kind of you to make 
the excuses for me,’ he added as an amused afterthought.‘I suppose I assumed, rather 
unnecessarily, that you were trying to hide the whole business from me, as well as from Mother and 
Isobel. I haven’t any right to expect to hear about your private affairs, of course. Only—’ 

‘You’d like to, all the same?’ she suggested. 

‘Well—’ He smiled rather deprecatingly. ‘At least I wish you had told me about going to tea with 
him yesterday.’ 


I meant to, Michael. Indeed, I did. But somehow there was no opportunity until we came to bed last 



night. And then I was so sleepy—after your hot drink, you remember—it seemed too much trouble. 
Besides,’ she admitted honestly, ‘I suppose I wasn’t exactly dying to tell you. I knew instinctively that 
you wouldn’t be very approving, feeling as you did about Phil.’ She stopped and looked at him a little 
appealingly. 

‘Yes, yes, I do understand.’ He was genuinely contrite now. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve made you self- 
conscious about your friendship with him. Of course it’s entirely your own business who your friends 
are. In any case, I don’t know anything about him, and you do. It was just a feeling—’ 

‘Like my feeling about Pat,’ she murmured reflectively, thinking that he deserved that. 

‘Eh?’ He looked startled and annoyed. 

‘Exactly like that,’ Patricia insisted with a smile. ‘I don’t know a thing about her personally, and you 
do—and yet I presume to dislike her most heartily.’ 

He looked at her in annoyed silence for a moment. Then he smiled reluctantly. 

‘All right, I suppose you’re entitled to that.’ And then, after a pause, and as though he were a little 
anxious to keep off the subject of his wife—Tell me,’ he said, ‘this isn’t curiosity—merely a friendly 
interest. Did things go—well this afternoon?’ 

By which you mean—do I think Phil is in love with me?’ 

‘Well—yes. Something like that.’ 

She laughed happily, and suddenly slipped her arm into Michael’s with impulsive friendliness. 

‘I don’t think it, Michael. I know it. He told me so.’ 

‘Damned bounder!’ 

‘Michael!’ 

‘Well—oh, I apologise again. But he had no right to say things like that to you. He thinks you’re 
married to me, doesn’t he?’ 

‘Yes, yes, of course. That is—I haven’t told him anything to the contrary yet. But you see, Michael 
—oh, do understand!—he doesn’t believe I’m in love with you at all. I suppose I don’t give a very 
convincing impression of it. He thinks I married you for your money and—and—’ 

‘Consequently that you are entitled to be unfaithful to me. Very high-minded reasoning, I must say.’ 

‘Michael, don’t be so tiresome!’ She laughed and squeezed his arm rather hard, because he was 
looking down at her in a singularly indulgent way, and he was really rather a darling when he did that. 
‘As a matter of fact, you’re not supposed to be the injured party in this business.’ 


Indeed?’ 



‘No. Phil rather thinks you deserve what’s coming to you. Because, you see, he knows you were 
staying in Paris last Christmas—with another woman.’ 

‘With—oh, I see.’ He was suddenly very thoughtful. ‘You mean he saw me with Pat?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Where was it, do you know?’ He narrowed his eyes slightly. 

‘No, I don’t know exactly. He was staying at the same hotel. He didn’t recognise you at first. But 
afterwards, when we were speaking about Paris, he remembered.’ 

‘So that’—Michael smiled grimly, but with real amusement—‘I am the unfaithful husband, behaving 
very badly towards you?’ 

‘I’m afraid so.’ 

‘Charming couple, aren’t we?’ He laughed—very slightly annoyed, she thought, at having this role 
thrust upon him, even in mistake. 

‘You forget, I am a perfectly innocent party in this, and greatly to be pitied,’ she pointed out 
demurely. 

‘But I thought your precious—I mean, I thought your Phil intended to tempt you into evil ways, on the 
very moral ground that, if I have been misconducting myself in Paris, there is really no reason why 
you shouldn’t do the same thing in London. I can’t say I admire your young man’s ethics.’ 

‘It isn’t quite like that, Michael.’ She was suddenly quite serious, and a good deal distressed. 

Then how is it?’ He smiled down at her—sceptically, but as though he were willing to be 
convinced if that was what she wanted. ‘How does Phil work it out to himself?’ 

‘I suppose it wasn’t a question of “working it out” exactly,’ she said slowly. ‘It—well, it just came out 
that he loved me—’ 

‘Whereupon you reproved him, I hope, for addressing a married woman in such unsuitable terms.’ 

‘Michael, you are absurd! I don’t know you in this teasing mood. I did reprove him, as a matter of 
fact. And then he told me the rest. About his believing that you had been unfaithful to me, and so 
on—’ 


‘Do you mind telling me what “so on” covers?’ 

‘Oh—’ she laughed, ‘I mean, about his being sure that I had only married you because I was 
desperate for money, and that therefore my feelings couldn’t be involved, and about his thinking you 
were unworthy of me, I suppose.’ 

‘I see. And how did you take this revelation of my infidelity and—unworthiness?’ he inquired with 
real curiosity. 



‘At first I was furious—’ 


‘With me?’ 

‘Oh no. With him. I didn’t realise that Pat was the true explanation. And I thought he really was 
making some charge against your character.’ 

‘And you didn’t like that?’ 

‘No, of course not.’ 

‘Thank you, Patricia.’ He smiled for some reason or other. ‘Go on.’ 

‘There’s not very much more to say.’ 

‘No? What did you decide to do?’ 

‘Michael—’ her fingers pressed rather nervously into his arm—‘Michael, we didn’t decide to do 
anything. Deborah interrupted, for one thing and—’ 

‘Of course, she would,’ murmured Michael. 

‘But I was rather glad, really, because I hadn’t made up my mind what to do. I had to speak to you 
first.’ 

To me?’ 

‘Yes. You see—Michael, may I tell him?’ 

Tell him? About the real situation here, you mean?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

There was a slight pause, and then he said, without much expression: 

‘ If you want to—of course. ’ 

‘You did say once that I could. I mean, you even suggested it yourself.’ 

‘Yes, I know.’ 

‘Do you—hate the idea very much?’ 

He bit his lip. 

That isn’t really the point, is it?’ 

‘Oh, Michael, yes, I think it is. At least, it’s a very important point. I don’t want to make you more 
worried and unhappy than you are already.’ 



I know, my dear, I know. You’re such a good, kind child really and—’ 


‘Michael, I’m not a child!’ she laughed protestingly—and then bit her lip slightly because she 
suddenly found it was trembling. 

‘No? Well, there is something childlike about you when you look at me in that way and ask for 
permission to tell your Phil. Permission! You could tell him anytime, without the slightest reference to 
me, you know. Hadn’t you thought of that?’ 

‘I couldn’t! You know I couldn’t. Not if it was going to make you worried and unhappy.’ 

‘Such loyalty!’ he said a little mockingly. And then, ‘You can tell him; of course. I mean—you have 
my full permission to tell him whenever you like.’ 

‘Oh, Michael, thank you! You don’t know how glad I am!’ 

‘It makes so much difference?’ He was standing with his back to her now, looking out of the 
window. 

‘Why, of course. It means that Phil can—oh, that everything can be open and above-board with us 
now. He can tell me quite frankly that he loves me and that—’ 

‘He doesn’t seem to have had much difficulty in being quite frank about that already.’ 

‘Michael, don’t be cynical! Well then—I can be frank too.’ 

‘And tell him you love him?’ 

‘Y—yes.’ 

‘And then you will be very happy, of course?’ 

‘Well—of course.’ 

There was a slight silence, and she wondered if he were really interested in something he could 
see from the window or if there were a certain displeasure behind that silence. 

‘Michael’—she spoke almost timidly—‘you do want me to be happy, don’t you?’ 

He turned and faced her then. 

‘So much so, my dear, that I should never forgive myself if I found I had done wrong in not 
preventing this romance, by refusing to let you tell your Philip the real facts.’ 

‘Michael!’ She laughed—half angrily. ‘Don’t be so absurd. It’s no responsibility of yours, in any 
case. And you talk like—like a Victorian father.’ 

‘Believe me,’ he said grimly, ‘I had no wish to seem at all fatherly. And now I think it’s time we 
changed for dinner.’ 



Without another word he went into his dressing-room, leaving Patricia to make what she could of 
this last speech. 



CHAPTER VI 


Even by next morning’s breakfast Deborah had by no means exhausted all that she wanted to say 
about the previous day’s expedition. 

Finally, with her spoon poised perilously between her plate and her mouth, she gazed thoughtfully 
at Patricia and said: 

‘Mike Phil, don’t you?’ 

‘Certainly.’ Patricia was admirably composed. ‘He is a very old friend of mine.’ 

‘He didn’t look very old,’ Deborah commented. 

That will do, dear. Go on with your breakfast,’ Isobel begged automatically. ‘Aunty Patricia meant 
that she had known this friend for a long time. That was all. And I don’t think you ought to call him—er 
—“Phil”.’ 


‘He said his name was Phil,’ Deborah insisted obstinately. 

‘Yes, yes. But—’ 

‘The name is Magerton, Isobel. Phil Magerton. But I don’t really think it matters so much as all that,’ 
Patricia interrupted hastily. 

Deborah, however, had other ideas. 

‘I shall call him “Phil”,’ she stated simply and finally. ‘I wonder when we shall meet him again. Aunty 
Patricia, when do you think we shall see him again?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ Patricia made that sound as pleasantly indifferent as she could, but, to her 
annoyance, she felt herself colour a little. 

‘Dear me!’ Isobel laughed. This Mr. Magerton seems to have made quite a conquest. Of 
Deborah,’ she added a moment later, as though it had suddenly struck her that some amplification 
of that was distinctly necessary. 

‘I believe,’ Michael said disagreeably, as he got up to go, ‘that the gentleman has great success 
with Deborah’s sex in any case. Good-bye, my dear.’ And he kissed Patricia with exactly the right 
degree of husbandly devotion—under the critical eye of Deborah and the suddenly thoughtful glance 
of Isobel. 

When he had gone, and Deborah too had departed in search of Susan, Isobel said with a sigh: 

‘I’m afraid Deborah talks much too much.’ 



‘She does,’ Patricia agreed with a smile. ‘But what made you think of it just now?’ 

‘Well—’ Isobel paused and chewed her underlip reflectively. ‘I’m usually rather’ stupid about these 
things, I believe, but it struck me—I suppose this Phil Whatever-his-name-is was an old flame of 
yours?’ 

‘Oh—we were very good friends,’ Patricia assured her carelessly. 

‘Urn—hm. No doubt that’s what one calls them afterwards, even to oneself,’ Isobel agreed, with 
unusual shrewdness.‘Poor old Michael is inclined to be jealous, isn’t he?’ she added, with the 
apparent irrelevance which distinguished all her conversation. 

‘About me! Oh no.’ Patricia was amused. Then she reflected, a little late, that the remark was not 
a very likely one for a young wife to make. About whom should her husband be jealous, if not about 
herself? ‘I mean,’ she explained earnestly, ‘Michael’s really a very sensible and well-balanced 
person.’ 

‘I daresay.’ Isobel shrugged. ‘I only thought he seemed a bit ratty about the whole subject. But then 
you never can tell with men—especially first thing in the morning,’ she added ambiguously. 

Patricia laughed. But she wondered uneasily how Isobel would regard the real facts, when 
everything was explained. Probably she would be unable to think of it as anything but vaguely 
improper. 

However, her thoughts were summarily nipped in the bud by a message from Mrs. Hamby that she 
was feeling well that morning, and if Patricia liked to come and see her, she would be welcome. 

As she went upstairs she hoped uneasily that there would be no reference to yesterday’s 
unfortunate conversation. It might be, of course, that Michael’s mother considered she was entitled 
to utter a few words of wisdom at this juncture, and there would conceivably he some awkward 
questions to answer. 

She need not have worried, however. Mrs. Harnby was not the kind of woman to give unwanted 
advice, and—as she would have said herself, if asked—she had lived long enough in the world to 
know the value of minding her own business; even in her own family. 

She even became a little reminiscent, and talked of the days of her youth—showed Patricia her 
jewellery, and, incidentally, made her profoundly uncomfortable by telling her casually that of course 
it would all be hers one day. 

‘Well, what’s the matter?’ She glanced amusedly at Patricia’s downcast lashes. ‘Don’t you like 
jewellery? You can have it re-set, you know, if you think it’s old-fashioned. I hate people to be 
sentimental about not changing family jewellery.’ 

‘Oh, it—isn’t that.’ 

‘What then?’ 


I wish you wouldn’t—talk about these things.’ 



Mrs. Hamby laughed and patted her hand affectionately. 

‘Don’t be silly, dear. I didn’t say I should be leaving them to you next week or next month. I only 
want you to know that of course they wll be yours. You’re the nearest thing to a daughter that I’m 
likely to have now.’ 

‘Oh—thank you.’ Patricia hoped she seemed a little less distressed and confused than she felt. 
And, to her great relief, Julia tapped on the door and came in just then. ‘It’s a telephone call, 
madam,’ she said. 

‘Have it put through.’ Mrs. Harnby picked up the little ivory telephone beside her bed. 

‘It’s for Mrs. Harnby, madam. Mrs. Michael Harnby.’ 

‘All right, she can take it here.’ 

Julia withdrew, and Patricia took the receiver with a reluctance she was at some pains to conceal. 
If only it were Michael! If it were not Michael, there was only one other person it could be. And to 
have to hold a conversation with him in front of her supposed mother-in-law— 

There was the click of the connection being made. Then a voice which was not Michael’s said: 

‘Mrs. Harnby?’ 

‘Yes. This is Patricia Harnby speaking.’ 

‘Oh, Patricia darling, I thought I’d never get through to you! When am I going to see you?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ (Oh, what on earth could one say, to put him off, and at the same time not attract 
Mrs. Harnby’s attention? She was apparently absorbed in the newspaper she had picked up, but of 
course she couldn’t help hearing every word.) 

‘What is the matter?’ Phil’s voice, the other end, was suddenly anxious and urgent. ‘You sound as 
though you don’t want to see me, and yet yesterday—’ 

She must do something about it! And, on sudden inspiration she changed her cautious tone to 
one of pleased surprise. 

‘Oh, Marjorie dear, is that you? I didn’t recognise your voice at first. You got my message then?— 
I’m so glad. Look here, when can we meet?’ 

There was an astounded silence the other end. Then she heard Phil chuckle. 

‘Marjorie it is, my sweet,’ he agreed, lowering his voice in case any slight echo of it in the room 
might betray that‘Marjorie’ had a pleasant baritone speaking voice.‘And we’re meeting this 
afternoon—’ 


This afternoon? I’m not sure that I can manage that.’ 



‘Oh, yes, you can. If you say “No” I shall raise my voice so that that husband of yours can hear what 
Marjorie’s sex really is.’ 

She very much wanted to explain that it was not Michael who was there—that she had no need of 
these absurd and rather undignified subterfuges where Michael was concerned. But it was 
impossible, of course. She would have to wait until—oh, well, yes—until that afternoon. 

‘Very well, I’ll manage it. Where?’ 

‘Somewhere where we can stroll in the sunshine and talk. Let me see. St. James’s Park is too 
near your own home. Make it Regent’s Park, darling—’ 

‘What?—the Zoo again?’ Patricia was amused. 

‘No. Near the Open Air Theatre. Near the main entrance, darling, at—say—three?’ 

‘Yes. I’ll be there. She tried not to think how many times he had called her ‘darling’ in the course of 
a short conversation, and she tried to make her good-bye sound exactly as a good-bye to a 
girlfriend should sound. 

When she had rung off, she glanced irresistibly at Mrs. Harnby to see what the effect of the 
conversation had been. She didn’t want to look—she would have given anything not to—but it was 
quite beyond her to keep her anxious gaze away from that smooth dark head. 

To all outward appearances, however, Mrs. Harnby was completely unmoved by whatever she had 
heard. It had been innocent enough, to be sure, and yet—some uncanny, inner certainty told Patricia 
that her supposed mother-in-law had not been in the least deceived. 

Suddenly Patricia went cold and felt quite horribly sick. She knew now what she had said. 

What?—the Zoo again? 

‘Damn the Zoo!’ thought Patricia distractedly. ‘Damn both Zoos, come to that. Why did I have to 
make that idiotic comment, when there was almost any other remark in the world that I could have 
made instead?’ 

And at that moment Mrs. Harnby looked up from her newspaper and smiled. Her usually slightly 
secretive eyes were bright and candid, and she looked full at Patricia. 

‘I’m sorry, dear. You must excuse me. I was reading the critique of last night’s ballet. One never 
quite loses the old thrill.’ 

‘No, I—I suppose not.’ 

(Then perhaps she hadn’t heard! Perhaps she hadn’t noticed! Oh, if only such luck could really be.) 

‘When I’m better we must go together. That is, if you would like it.’ 

‘I’d love it,’ Patricia assured her feverishly. ‘I—I quite often went when I was in London.’ 



‘Did you?—You know, I’m glad you have so many friends, Patricia.’ (Patricia went cold again.) 
‘Michael always used to write of you as though you were rather a friendless little thing when he met 
you. But I think he was quite wrong. You seem to have plenty of people looking you up, as soon as 
you come to London.’ 

‘Yes.’ Patricia wished her lips would not feel quite so dry. ‘Yes, I have a good many friends really. I 
suppose it was just that—in Paris I was rather alone, and—and Michael was kind.’ 

‘I daresay that was it,’ Mrs. Harnby agreed, with that casual little smile of hers, which always 
seemed to suggest that she accepted whatever you said to her but had her own private thoughts on 
the subject, all the same. 

That afternoon Patricia took the greatest pains to look her very nicest. After all, this was the most 
important afternoon of her life. Stripped of its deceptions, its confusions, its absurd masquerade, 
this meeting with Phil was to be the one thing that had mattered since the death of her father and the 
complete change of her world. He was going to tell her that he loved her, and she—at last—was to 
be able to explain what had happened, and how, until this moment, she had not been able to tell him 
how much she loved him. 

The dress which she chose from the few good ones she had left was the same colour as her eyes 
—that warm blue which Michael had noticed the very first time he met her. 

Isobel, who met her on the way downstairs, said: 

‘What a charming outfit. Part of your trousseau, I suppose?’ 

‘Yes,’ Patricia said. ‘Part of my trousseau.’ And she went on down the stairs, and out of the house, 
to meet Phil. 

He was already there when she arrived, although she herself was early. She saw him from some 
distance, walking slowly up and down, pausing from time to time to gaze at the flower-beds, as 
though he really found something there which interested him. 

The smile with which he greeted her was all she could have wanted—affectionate, roguish, 
completely admiring. 

‘Darling, how sweet you look!’ He kissed her before she could make up her mind whether she 
meant to kiss him or not. ‘I’m proud to be your old school-friend.’ 

‘Oh, Phil! It was all so ridiculous.’ She found she was laughing as much as he was. ‘I just had to 
use the first name that came into my head. I was so afraid you wouldn’t catch on, and would start 
asking who on earth Marjorie was, or tell the exchange they had the lines mixed.’ 

‘No, no, I’m a little more resourceful than that,’ he assured her. ‘I guessed the dragon of a husband 
was in the room and that I’d chosen the wrong moment to ring. What happened? Had that sweet 
child given us away yesterday, and started him off breathing fire and jealousy this morning?’ 


Oh no, Phil! It wasn’t the least like that. And it hasn’t anything to do with Michael. I was in his 



mother’s room and—’ 


‘Oh, I see! She does the sleuthing for him, does she? Well, some of these old women are worse 
than a suspicious husband.’ 

‘Phil, please! You’ve got them all wrong, as a family. Mrs. Hamby is the dearest and most attractive 
of women. You couldn’t possibly call her “an old woman”, for one thing. And she’d die rather than do 
any “sleuthing” as you call it. But—’ 

‘Loyal little daughter-in-law, aren’t you?’ mocked Phil with affectionate amusement. 

‘Oh, it isn’t that. I’m terribly fond of her, as a matter of fact. But that wasn’t what I was going to tell 
you.’ 

‘I hope it wasn’t, my darling. It isn’t your love for your mother-in-law that interests me,’ he assured 
her. ‘But anyway, it needs no explaining. You were unfortunately in your mother-in-law’s room, and 
you could hardly make an assignation with the man who loves you while she checked up on the 
conversation. It’s quite simple.’ 

‘Phi—’ She took his arm. ‘There’s an awful lot to talk about.’ 

There is, my dearest,’ he agreed, ‘quite an astonishing amount to talk about. But most of it is 
quite unimportant. There is only one thing that matters. I love you and you love me and we’ve found 
each other at last.’ 

‘I call that three things,’ Patricia observed, with an uncontrollable smile. 

‘No, three parts of the same thing,’ he insisted. ‘Let’s go along this way. We shan’t be disturbed 
here. I’ve explored the whole darned place and found the one bit of real privacy to be had.’ 

As they turned a bend in the path and the trees shut them in, so that they seemed to be alone, even 
in the centre of a London park, he caught her against him and kissed her. Not once, but over and 
over again—hot, eager kisses that frightened her a little although she had wanted them so much. 

After a moment she kissed him back again, and, with a long sigh of satisfaction, he said: 

‘Ah, you do love me too.’ 

‘Phil, of course, of course. You must have known it. And there’s no reason why I shouldn’t love you, 
really—’ 

‘No reason in the world.’ He smiled down at her now. ‘In fact, there’s every reason why you should.’ 

‘Oh, I didn’t mean it that way.’ She laughed, and hugged him in that rather ingenuous way which 
had made Michael call her a child. ‘I mean that there’s nothing wrong in it, after all, because—’ 

‘Of course there’s nothing wrong in it,’ he interrupted her impatiently. ‘How could there be anything 
wrong in two people loving as we do? The only “wrong” was that some other man came in between. 
But he’s of no account. You do realise that at last, darling, don’t you? I know it’s a shock to anyone 



with your dear, absurd black-and-white ideas of right and wrong. But these things do happen 
sometimes. It’s no good going back now over why you married him, or why you shouldn’t have 
married him. It’s done. But there’s no reason why it should spoil both our lives. You don’t really owe 
anything to him. He’s—’ 

‘Stop, Phil!’ 

He stopped—in sheer astonishment at the fierceness of her interruption. 

‘Well—what is it?’ His tone had changed a little from its passionate, pleading intensity. 

‘Were you suggesting I should have an affair with you?’ she inquired, with a directness that had 
something almost brutal about it, in spite of the softness of her voice. 

‘My darling,’ he spoke more quietly too now, ‘don’t call things by names which you associate with 
something quite different. You mean—did I intend to insult you, by treating you lightly, don’t you? It 
isn’t a question of that. You’re married. All right—I accept that. But—’ 

‘I’m not married,’ she said very faintly, aware that this was the last way in the world she had 
intended to make her explanations. Only she had to stop him before he put things more clearly. 

‘You’re—’ He fell away from her in his astonishment. ‘God in heaven! Do you mean to say you’re 
Harnby’s mistress?’ 

‘No, of course not! How dare you suggest such a thing?’ And, because she was so angry and 
wrought up that he should think her poised between two disreputable affaires, she raised her hand 
and slapped his cheek soundly. 

‘Well—damn it!’ He put up his hand to his smarting cheek. ‘What are you trying to say, then? First 
you tell me you’re his wife—and you appear to be accepted as his wife in his house—then you say 
you’re not really married. And when I draw the obvious conclusion, you slap my face.’ 

‘Oh, Phil, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt you. Did I hurt you?’ 

‘Not much.’ He grinned at her. ‘You haven’t got a heavy hand exactly. But will you please explain, 
my dear?’ 

‘Yes, yes, I will. It’s my fault, Phil. I’m awfully sorry. I hadn’t any right to be angry with you, because 
you—you wouldn’t have started saying such things to me if you hadn’t been desperate, thinking I was 
out of your reach. Would you?’ She couldn’t help adding that eagerly, because she wanted so much 
to know the answer. 

He took her arm slowly, and began to walk with her again. 

‘I think we’ll have the facts straight first, dear. And then I’ll tell you what I have to say,’ he said rather 
quietly. 

‘Yes, of course. Phil, you mustn’t be angry, because there’s not the least bit of—of what you think 
in it. But Michael is really married to someone else—’ 



Good God!’ 


They hadn’t been married very long, and she left him—’ 

‘Don’t blame her,’ muttered Phil, but the pressure of Patricia’s hand on his arm silenced him once 
more. 

‘She was beastly about it,’ Patricia retorted rather curtly. ‘Went off with someone else, when they 
were still on an extended honeymoon. By the way, she was the woman you saw with him in Paris at 
Christmas-time.’ 

‘Oh, I see. Please go on.’ 

They were on their way home, you understand, when this happened—her going off with the other 
man, I mean—and he received a cable, about the same time, saying that his mother was dying. She 
had never seen Michael’s wife—whose name, incidentally, happened to be the same as mine—but 
she was simply living for the day when he should bring his wife home. He knew that it would be the 
most terrible blow for her—the kind of shock that would destroy any possible chance there was of 
recovery. But he had to go home, all the same. And, on the way, he knocked me down with his car.’ 

‘Careless brute!’ 

‘No, it was mostly my fault. I just stepped out into the road without thinking. I wasn’t much hurt, and’ 
while he was giving me a lift on my way, we got talking and I learned about his frightful predicament.’ 

‘And then he had the damned sauce to ask you to start running around as his wife, just because he 
didn’t know where the other one was?’ 

‘It wasn’t sauce. And, as a matter of fact, I think the idea was at least half mine. I suppose the fact 
that I had the same name first started the notion in our minds. Anyway, when we began to work it out, 
it was rather astonishingly simple. Or it—it would have been if things had turned out as we 
expected.’ 

‘You mean if the mother had obligingly died, according to plan?’ 

‘Phil, don’t talk like that. I didn’t expect to love her, but I do, and I wouldn’t have anything happen to 
her for the world. I’m only too thankful that she seems likely to recover. Only, of course, it’s—made 
things awkward.’ 

‘I should imagine it has,’ Phil said grimly. ‘For all except the fortunate Michael.’ 

‘It’s just as bad for him,’ Patricia retorted sharply. ‘You don’t suppose he wanted this—this most 
difficult deception to go on a moment longer than it need, do you?’ 

‘I don’t know, my dear. I can imagine lots of more unpleasant things than playing substitute 
husband to you.’ 

‘But, Phil, I’ve told you. There’s—well, I mean, there’s nothing in it for him except a great deal of 



anxiety and unpleasantness, and the constant fear for both of us that someone will find out.’ 


‘I think the whole thing’s damned fishy,’ retorted Phil sulkily. 

‘Meaning that you don’t altogether accept my word for what has happened?’ she said coldly, and 
she drew her arm away from his as she spoke. 

‘Oh yes, I do, Patricia.’ He stopped her, and held her arm so that she could not draw it completely 
away from him. ‘I’m sure you think it’s all as you’ve described it. But I don’t know that I believe his 
ingenuous and improbable story.’ 

‘It’s not improbable. Why on earth should he tell it to me, if it isn’t true?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Phil admitted, but he looked dissatisfied. Then he added impatiently, ‘Anyway, you 
can hardly expect me to like the fact that you’re masquerading as another man’s wife.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Phil,’ she said earnestly. ‘I know it’s a rotten position for you. But it won’t be for very 
much longer.’ 

‘Very much longer! My dear girl, it can’t go on any further now. You must see that.’ 

‘But we can’t spoil everything now! I’ve only told you in the strictest confidence. No one else must 
know. I couldn’t even tell you without asking Michael first, because—’ 

‘Without asking Michael first?’ Phil flushed with anger. ‘Do you really suppose I’m going to allow 
our affairs to be regulated by the convenience of Michael and his preposterous mother?’ 

‘She isn’t preposterous. And I can’t back out now, Phil—right in the middle of everything. You must 
see that. I have to wait until Mrs. Harnby is better and can be told what has really happened.’ 

‘My God, it seems to me you’ve made a pretty muddle of it between you!’ Phil didn’t attempt to 
hide his anger. ‘How long is it going to take this sick woman to get up sufficiently strong nerves to 
hear such a hotchpotch of nonsense, I’d like to know? I should have thought the one shock of 
knowing that her son’s wife hadn’t been able to stand him would have been a lot less dangerous 
than asking her to accept this ridiculous impersonation story.’ 

‘Yes, I know. It—it does seem rather like that now,’ Patricia admitted unhappily. ‘But at the time it 
seemed the only thing, Phil. I don’t want to keep on saying this, because we neither of us want it to 
happen. But we did think she was going to die, you know.’ 

‘Well, why not let her die in peace, instead of plaguing her with a bogus daughter-in-law?’ 
demanded Phil impatiently. 

T vetold you. You’re just deliberately refusing to understand. Please, Phil! You’re spoiling 
everything.’ 

He drew her into his arms and kissed her then. 

‘I’m sorry, darling. I’m trying to make you see there’s my side to it too. You must forgive me. I love 



you, and I want you with me—not him.’ 


‘Yes, I do understand. And I’ll try to have things put right as soon as ever possible. She is getting 
better, Phil. It shouldn’t be long now.’ 

‘All right, darling.’ He bent his head and kissed her again. 

‘And you won’t say a word to anyone, will you?’ 

He frowned. But after a moment he said: 

‘There’s no one to say anything to, is there?’ 

‘Well, I mean, you won’t say anything to people about being engaged to me, will you? People who 
remember me by name, that is. I’ve found such awful coincidences seem to happen, once you’ve 
started on anything like this. I should be sure to run into someone I know, and be reintroduced as 
Mrs. Hamby just as they were going to wish me well on my engagement to you.’ 

He didn’t smile over that. He simply said rather dryly: 

‘I promise not to say anything to anyone about an engagement.’ 

‘Oh, thank you, Phil. And now I must go, dear. ’ 

Phil came with her as far as Charing Cross, but she refused to let him accompany her any further. 

‘I don’t want anything—difficult to happen now,’ she explained. ‘And I shall be walking home from 
here across the Park.’ 

‘I hate to hear you call that fellow’s house “home”,’ he said discontentedly. But he accepted her 
decision. 

As she let herself into the house, Michael himself came out into the hall, exclaiming as he came 

‘Patricia, is that you? Where have you been?’ 

In spite of the urgency of his tone, however, she realised at once that it was not angry urgency. He 
was not really interested to know where she had been. He simply meant that he had been waiting 
with anxious impatience for her to come in. 

‘Yes, I’m here. What is it?’ She came over to him quickly. Then, seeing the pale, set expression of 
his face, she added sharply, ‘Your mother isn’t worse, is she?’ 

‘No, no. Come in here.’ He put a strangely nervous hand round her arm, and drew her into the 
small room which he used as a study. ‘It’s something quite different. Something I never thought of, 
somehow.’ 

‘Michael, do tell me quickly, please!’ She felt her nerves stretch like wires with the sudden acute 
anxiety of the moment. 



‘It’s Pat,’ he said, in that flat, rather expressionless tone which he always seemed to use on 
dramatic occasions. ‘She has chosen this moment to come back.’ 



CHAPTER VII 


‘Come back?—Pat? It’s impossible. Do you mean she is here in the house?’ 

‘No, no, of course not.’ His misery and anxiety made him impatient. ‘She has written to me.’ 

‘Here?’ 

‘No. The letter arrived at the office by the afternoon post.’ 

‘But does she know the address of this house?’ Patricia said mechanically, with a vague idea of 
Pat arriving in person at any moment, and upsetting every plan they had ever made. 

‘Of course.’ 

‘Why didn’t she come here, then?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ He began to walk up and down the room. ‘She seems to have had some idea of 
preparing me. In any case, I suppose she felt she couldn’t come here until she knew just—just what 
had happened.’ 

‘Was there an address on the letter?’ 

‘Yes. A hotel in town. I went there at once, of course, but she was not in. All I could get out of them 
at the desk was that she had gone into the country for a few days but would be back on Saturday.’ 

‘What an extraordinary way to behave,’ muttered Patricia. Then, remembering that he always 
resented criticism of his wife, she added, ‘But what is the idea, Michael? If she wants to come back 
to you, why doesn’t she—well, come ? Why write cryptic letters and then disappear into the country.’ 

‘I don’t know, I tell you.’ 

Patricia looked at ‘his unhappy face, and then said bluntly: 

‘Are you going to tell me what was in the letter, or don’t you consider it my business?’ 

He sat down on the edge of his desk, his hands thrust into his pockets. 

‘I don’t mind telling you. It simply says that—that she knows she made a ghastly mistake, and that 
she wants me to forgive her and take her back. She wants me to—to think it over very carefully. 
That’s why she didn’t give me the opportunity of saying a peremptory “no” which I might have 
regretted later. I suppose that was the idea behind this going into the country, somewhere where I 
couldn’t reach her. She says in the letter, just as they told me at the hotel, that she will be back at the 
week-end. That’s all.’ 


‘Did she,’ inquired Patricia, with a dryness she could not disguise, ‘did she mention that she was 



sorry for what she had done?’ 


He smiled faintly. 

‘She’s not very good at expressing these things, Patricia. But—yes, she is sorry.’ 

‘And you are going to forgive her and take her back, of course?’ 

There was a moment’s hesitation. Then he said, without expression: 

‘Of course.’ 

She looked at him in a troubled way. 

‘Michael, it doesn’t seem much like a happy ending, somehow, does it?’ 

‘I don’t imagine there is ever anything much like a happy ending when these things have 
happened.’ 

‘You mean—it’s spoilt anyway.’ 

‘Don’t let’s discuss it, Patricia. The point is—what are we going to do about the various 
complications here?’ 

‘Oh, heavens, yes! I’d almost forgotten those.’ Then, after a long pause—‘Michael, I think we’re 
going to have to tell your mother the whole story. In any case, I saw Phil this afternoon, and—’ 

‘Impossible,’ he said impatiently. ‘I thought that was the solution too at first. After I had been to the 
hotel I called to see Mother’s doctor, and asked him point-blank if she could stand anything in the 
way of a shock. I explained there was a piece of—unpleasant family news which she ought to know. 
But he said she was on no account to be perturbed about anything, and that her apparent brightness 
and energy is a very insecure thing. I asked when he thought she could be told, and he said 
—certainly not for a week or two.’ Patricia was silent, thinking—in spite of everything— with an 
amusement tinged with some malice, that ‘a piece of unpleasant family news’ described the advent 
of Pat with singular accuracy. 

‘What were you going to say about your seeing Phil?’ he inquired suddenly, coming out of a brown 
study. 

‘Oh, it—doesn’t matter, I suppose, now.’ She thought Phil would have been very much annoyed to 
hear her say that, and so she added—’I was only hoping that it wouldn’t be too long before we were 
able to have explanations all round. I’ve told Phil how things stand, and he—he—’ 

‘Doesn’t care about your posing as another man’s wife?’ 

‘Well, no, he doesn’t.’ 

‘I can’t blame him,’ Michael said, with unusual appreciation of Phil’s point of view. ‘I’m sorry, my 
dear. It’s a vile position for you. But I’ll try to think of a way out, as soon—as soon as I have seen 



Pat.’ 

‘Yes. It does all rather depend on her attitude, of course.’ 

He didn’t say anything, to that, and Patricia found herself wondering if his wife might not be any 
more pleased about this escapade than Phil was. Then she remembered that Pat was in a 
somewhat weak position with regard to any protests on the question of her husband’s conduct, and 
so she kept silence. 

After a moment, he looked across at her and said: 

‘Did you and Phil—come to any arrangement?’ 

She smiled happily, in spite of herself, though she felt it was cruel to be so happy when he must be 
so terribly conscious of his own broken happiness. 

‘Yes, Michael. We—well, I suppose we’re engaged. At least ‘—she laughed—’as much as I can 
be, at the moment.’ 

‘And you’re very happy about it?’ 

‘Um-hm. Terribly.’ 

‘I’m so glad, Patricia,’ he said earnestly. 

Thank you.’ She held out her hand to him suddenly, and he took it—rather surprisingly—in both of 
his. ‘It’s specially nice of you to be glad about my happiness, when—when things aren’t going very 
well for you.’ 

He laughed then. 

‘I hope I’m not so self-centred as to demand happiness for myself before I can find pleasure in the 
happiness of my friends. Besides—’ she wondered afterwards if she only fancied that his tone 
became ironical here—‘have you forgotten that Pat is coming back to me?’ 

‘Of course.’ She felt extremely uncomfortable about that, somehow, and she was genuinely 
relieved to hear Isobel and Deborah come in just then. 

‘Where’s Aunty Patricia?’ Deborah was demanding in her penetrating treble. And that meant the 
end of any private discussion. 

The last few days of that week seemed to drag unendingly. Perhaps it was because she had no 
opportunity of seeing Phil, or perhaps, it was because of the acute sense of anticipation which 
seemed to concentrate itself upon the coming Saturday. 


She knew that Michael was preoccupied and not at all happy. And that troubled her more than she 
would have thought possible a week ago. She had become so .closely identified with his affairs 
—and his feelings, she supposed—that she hated to know that he was bewildered and wretched. 



It could hardly be otherwise, she supposed. He had stated finally enough, and without qualification, 
that he was prepared to take Pat back and—if one must use the expression—forgive her. But when 
that sort of complication thrust its way into one’s own life, it was useless to pretend that things could 
ever be the same again. Particularly with a man of Michael’s standards. 

‘And then,’ thought Patricia, ‘without wanting to be smug, I’m sure she’s not good enough for him. 
It’s just a plain fact. Michael is a husband in a million. I ought to know—I’ve tried him ‘—and she 
smiled to herself—‘whereas everything I hear about her makes her out anything but the perfect wife.’ 

It said much for Isobel’s pleasant obtuseness that she noticed nothing wrong with either Michael or 
Patricia during these trying days. And, by a supreme effort, they both contrived to appear carefree 
during their short visits to Mrs. Hamby. 

Patricia’s fur coat was ‘taken out of store’ during these few days, and was brought home, 
inspected by Isobel and pronounced enchanting. 

‘Michael certainly knows how to choose sumptuous presents. Don’t let him lose the knack, 
Patricia.’ 

Patricia laughed. 

‘I’ll try to keep him up to the mark,’ she promised. But she was thinking of Phil, really, and 
wondering idly if he would very much mind her coming to her wedding in a coat which another man 
had bought. It was certain she would never look nicer in anything else, but of course one really had 
to think of other things as well! 

It was on Friday afternoon that Patricia felt her nervous excitement at its highest. This time 
tomorrow Michael should have seen his wife, and perhaps, in some grand reconciliation scene, they 
would find their happiness again. She didn’t disguise the fact that it would add greatly to her own 
happiness to know that Michael’s affairs had turned out well after all. And if such a satisfactory 
reconciliation did seem more pleasant than probable, there was no harm in indulging at least in the 
hope that it might take place. 

The house was very quiet—quieter even than usual. Deborah and her mother were out, and Mrs. 
Harnby asleep. So that when the front door bell rang faintly in the kitchen regions, Patricia heard it, 
even where she was—curled up comfortably with a book in a corner of the drawing-room settee. 

She heard Julia go through the hall to answer the door, and the slight murmur of voices as 
someone outside spoke to her. Then Julia came into the room. 

Madam, there is a lady here who wanted to see Mr. Harnby. Will you see her instead? She 
wouldn’t give her name.’ 

‘Very well, Julia. I will see her, of course.’ 

Julia went out of the room, and a moment later she showed in a slim, exquisite creature, whose 
perfectly simple cream suit and hat only served to show off her wonderful dark hair. 


Neither Patricia nor her visitor spoke a word until Julia had closed the door quietly again. Then 



Patricia said, with a calmness which astonished herself: 


‘I suppose you are Michael’s wife?’ 

‘One of them, it seems,’ was the almost careless retort. ‘Somehow, I never thought of Michael as 
polygamous.’ 

‘Your instinct was quite correct,’ Patricia assured her dryly, determined that if the repentant wife 
was going to take this tone she should receive as good as she gave. ‘Won’t you sit down?’ 

The girl sat down, without any appearance of being put out by the situation in which she found 
herself. And, since she chose to study Patricia with cool deliberation before saying anything further, 
Patricia allowed herself the same indulgence. After all, it was her visitor who had sought this 
interview. The disadvantage of having to make the first remark should be left to her. 

‘You don’t mind if I smoke?’ 

‘Not at all,’ Patricia politely set an ash-tray at her elbow, and watched her take a cigarette from a 
slim gold case, reflecting as she did so that the case was undoubtedly a present from Michael. It 
bore just the stamp of his extravagant generosity. 

The girl’s pretty, well-manicured hands were absolutely steady as she lit her cigarette, and the blue 
eyes which surveyed Patricia were without a shadow of embarrassment. They were a clear, cold 
blue, those eyes quite astonishingly beautiful in their size, and the lashes were so thick and long that 
they seemed to shadow the eyes. 

No doubt Michael had found them appealing. 

Evidently the girl had used her few moments of scrutiny well too. For at last she said, in that same 
casual way: 

‘Michael seems to run to brunettes, doesn’t he?’ 

‘Wouldn’t it be better,’ Patricia suggested with chilly smoothness, ‘to have explanations before 
accusations?’ 

‘Why, yes.’ The girl smiled straight at her, with a hint of impertinence. ‘By all means let us have 
explanations. Which of us is Mrs. Hamby, by the way?’ 

‘You are, of course.’ 

‘And you’re just—’ she made an indescribably eloquent gesture, indicative of what she thought 
Patricia’s position was. 

‘No.’ Patricia refused to be angered. ‘I’m not Michael’s mistress. As you must know, he doesn’t 
deal in that sort of thing.’ 


Yet I find you here in his house—regarded by the servants as his wife. It’s a little—odd, isn’t it?’ 



No. Not if you think over the position in which you left him.’ 


The blue eyes narrowed slightly. 

‘Oh, so you know all about that?’ 

‘Naturally I know all about that. How else did you suppose I came into this story?’ 

The old and sympathetic friend, eh? who, like the charlady, doesn’t mind “obliging”. And, in my 
absence, you have very kindly played my part for me—’ 

‘Oh no, not for you,’ Patricia assured her quietly. ‘Believe me, I hadn’t the’ slightest interest in 
preserving your position for you. I was only, concerned with helping Michael when he was in a 
terrible position, and in making what we certainly thought were Mrs. Hamby’s last hours more 
peaceful.’ 

‘And how much did Michael pay you for this beautiful and disinterested behaviour?’ 

The question came with such cool curiosity that the full impertinence of it was lost on Patricia for a 
moment. Then she flushed slightly and, resisting with difficulty the desire to lay hands on her visitor, 
she said dryly: 

‘Any question of payment is naturally entirely between me and Michael.’ 

‘Oh, naturally.’ The girl looked amused. ‘But do tell me how you worked out this—masquerade, and 
also how far it has answered its purpose.’ 

Patricia hated even having to speak civilly to this girl, but since it was necessary that she too 
should knowhow things stood, there was nothing to do but comply with her request. So, for the 
second time—and with considerably fewer interruptions than when she had told Phil—she explained 
how she and Michael had evolved their desperate plan, and how, because of Mrs. Hamby’s 
recovery, they had been forced to keep up a situation which had never been intended to last more 
than a few days. 

The girl listened attentively—even with some amusement. At the end she simply said: 

‘And are you asking me to believe that throughout all this the behaviour of you and Michael was 
irreproachable?—the kind of thing his wife might safely know all about?’ 

I’m not asking you to believe anything,’ Patricia retorted coldly. ‘I’m merely stating it as a simple 
fact that Michael and I are—nothing to each other. As a matter of fact, I’m engaged to someone 
else.’ 

‘My God! And did he O.K. this extraordinary business before you started on it?’ She sounded 
genuinely curious. 

‘No.’ Patricia thought fleetingly of just what Phil’s reaction had been! ‘No, he did not. We became 
engaged only a few days ago. But he—knows all about this.’ 



And approves?’ 


That is hardly your business,’ Patricia reminded her smoothly, and, presumably admitting the 
justice of that, the girl shrugged. 

‘So you’re engaged,’ she said slowly, as though the fact had suddenly assumed some special 
interest in her mind. She thoughtfully and quite unhurriedly stubbed out her cigarette, and all the time 
Patricia had the horrid impression that her mind was busy with something that would certainly be of 
little good to any of them. 

‘She’s a terrible woman,’ Patricia thought with a slight shudder. ‘Michael must have been mad to 
marry her. Only of course she never behaved like this to him. He hasn’t any real idea what she is 
like.’ 

And on sudden impulse, she said: 

‘Why did you come here?’ 

‘Why not, if I wanted to come back to my husband? ’ 

‘But I thought it was already arranged that you were to see him tomorrow. He was coming to your 
hotel.’ 

‘Well,’ the girl said, with quite indescribable insolence, ‘I found I couldn’t wait.’ 

‘She had some rotten motive behind her visit,’ Patricia thought immediately. ‘I’m sure of that.’ 

Aloud she said: 

‘I don’t quite understand why you wanted to come back at all.’ 

‘No? But then perhaps you’re not fond of Michael, lam.’ 

Patricia was dumb for a moment before such effrontery. And in the short silence they heard the 
sound of Michael’s key in the front door. 

With an instinct she could not have explained, Patricia sprang to her feet, with the confused idea 
that she must warn him—prevent him from coming into the room unprepared for the fact that Pat was 
waiting there. 

‘Do you always rush to meet him with that affectionate eagerness?’ inquired the slightly mocking 
voice behind her. And Patricia stopped as abruptly as she had started forward. ‘I can do my own 
announcing, thanks.’ 

As Michael came into the room his wife stood up. Patricia had her back to her and was facing 
Michael, so that it was his change of expression she saw—not that of the girl behind her. 

He stopped dead, most of the colour leaving his face with a suddenness that was startling, and he 
said just the one word—‘Pat,’ very quietly. 



With the overwhelming consciousness that she had no business here now, Patricia started for the 
door. But the voice of Michael’s wife stopped her again. 

‘No, don’t go;’ she said, but the tone had miraculously changed from amused mockery to one of 
quiet dignity. ‘I think you have your part in this discussion too.’ 

Patricia swung round, amazed at the change. But she was still more amazed at the alteration in 
the girl’s whole appearance. She stood there, very slim and straight, defiant and alone—against a 
hostile world. If ever anyone presented a picture of moving and pathetic dignity, it was Michael’s wife 
at this moment. 

He went over to her and would have taken her hand, but she drew it away from him, quietly and 
without rancour. 

‘It seems, Michael,’ she said almost gently, ‘you’re not the only one to have to do some forgiving.’ 

‘Eh?’ Michael was at least as startled as she intended him to be. ‘What do you mean?’ He gave 
an angry, agitated glance from her to Patricia. 

‘When I came to see you here this afternoon, I hardly expected to be received by—your wife.’ 

‘But surely you understand? Hasn’t Patricia explained?’ 

‘I’ve explained very fully,’ Patricia said extremely dryly. ‘She understands perfectly.’ 

‘Patricia’—her voice lingered slightly over the name—‘has explained to me how you—picked her 
up on the road, and how she has been living here as your wife since then, and apparently intends to 
go on doing so indefinitely. I know I—forfeited any right to your consideration when I—left you at 
Marseilles.’ There was nothing so inartistic as a break in her voice. Only the faintest hesitation from 
time to time. ‘But any idea I had that we might be—reconciled seems rather fully answered now, 
doesn’t it, Michael? There just isn’t any place for me.’ 

‘That’s absurd!’ He took both her hands, whether she liked it or not, and turned her almost roughly 
to face him. ‘You must understand that what we did was a desperate expedient, and that there was 
not the slightest—the slightest infidelity to you, either real or implied.’ Anxious though she was to 
escape from this scene, Patricia found herself watching the girl’s face carefully. She was certain that 
no one had ever been more determined than this young woman, from the moment Michael had 
come into the room, but her expression of hurt indecision now was a triumph of art. 

‘I’m sorry, Michael,. I’m afraid I don’t altogether believe that. You see—’ 

‘But you know it’s the truth! You know me well enough to judge whether it is or not.’ 

‘No, I don’t know anything about it,’ she retorted quickly. ‘I only know that for weeks before—before 
the fiasco at Marseilles you were changing towards me and—’ 

7 was?’ Michael passed his hand over his forehead in angry bewilderment. ‘What are you talking 
of, Pat?’ 



‘I’m sorry,’ interrupted Patricia firmly at this point. ‘I can’t see that I have any part in this discussion. 
If you want me, I’ll be upstairs in my room.’ 

And, without waiting for protest from either, she fled. 

As she passed Mrs. Hamby’s room she noticed that the door was ajar. She checked her almost 
panic-stricken footsteps a second too late, and Mrs. Harnby’s voice called softly: 

‘Is that you, Patricia, dear?’ 

‘Yes.’ With a reluctance which she hoped she was concealing, Patricia went into the room. 

Mrs. Harnby looked up, and said at once: 

‘Why, what is it, my dear? Has someone frightened you?’ 

‘Fr-frightened me? No, of course not,’ Patricia assured her cheerfully, though, when she thought of 
the woman downstairs and the amount of mischief she could create if she chose, she was hard put 
to it to conceal her terror. 

‘I thought you sounded in such a frantic hurry—almost as though you were running away from 
something. And you look pale and are quite out of breath,’ 

‘Oh, I was hurrying—I’d just thought of something I meant to finish before dinner. I’d forgotten all 
about it all the afternoon.’ 

‘Oh, I see. Then I won’t keep you. Who was the pretty woman who wanted to see Michael, by the 
way?’ 

The—’ Patricia turned slowly, her hand still on the door-knob—’the pretty woman?’ she repeated 
stupidly. 

‘Yes. Julia seemed quite impressed by her. She spoke to me about her. Said she asked urgently 
for Michael, and then saw you instead.’ 

‘Oh, that woman. I couldn’t think who you meant, for a moment. Yes, she was lovely. She—she was 
collecting for some charity. An annual affair, I imagine. Michael seems to have been very generous in 
other years and she was anxious to see him personally. I—promised to speak to him about it.’ 

‘Oh, was that it? How clever to send round someone really pretty. I’m sure it must help the 
receipts.’ And Mrs. Harnby laughed, as though the idea really amused her. 

‘Yes,’ Patricia agreed mechanically. ‘No doubt it does.’ 

She was amazed at her own glibness in concocting that lie, and hardly knew whether she was 
more relieved that it was accepted or ashamed that she had had to use it. 


Is Michael in yet?’ 



The question was quite casual, but to Patricia’s nervously sharpened hearing there seemed to be 
something quite appallingly significant about it. 

‘Michael? Oh—yes. Yes, I think I heard him come in a few minutes ago. But he went straight to his 
study. 

‘Without any sort of greeting?’ Mrs. Harnby’s eyebrows rose in amused protest. ‘Patricia, what/s 
the matter with you? Something has agitated you very much. And I don’t see that it could be the visit 
of a charity collector,’ she added reflectively. 

‘No, really!’ Patricia could have kicked herself for her bad acting at such a crucial point. ‘There’s 
nothing wrong at all. Please don’t worry yourself for nothing.’ 

‘Don’t worry—don’t worry! Thats all anyone ever says to me now,’ exclaimed Mrs. Harnby with real 
impatience, though her voice still held some amusement. 

‘That’s the worst of having been ill. Everyone thinks you mustn’t be worried. In other words, you 
mustn’t even know if something interesting or important is happening in your own family. And all the 
time’—she shrugged in a charmingly deprecating manner—‘I could probably manage the situation a 
great deal better than any of you.’ 

Patricia felt this was so unquestionably true that, for a moment, she almost yielded to the wild 
impulse to tell Mrs. Harnby the whole story. 

But of course it was a ridiculous notion. There was no question of such a thing being allowed to 
take place. They had not shielded her all this while, at the expense of so much worry and anxiety, 
simply in order to thrust her now into a scene of emotional stress that would tax the strongest nerves. 

But she lingered a moment longer. Long enough to hug her supposed mother-in-law and say with 
fervent truth: 

‘If there wore anything wrong, there’s no one I would more willingly tell.’ 

And as she went out of the room, Mrs. Harnby’s gaze followed her very reflectively. 

Once she was safe in her own room, Patricia dropped into a chair and allowed the anxiety she 
was feeling to show in her expression at last. 

What were Michael and that woman saying to each other downstairs? And how would she try to 
turn the whole situation to her advantage? For that she would do so Patricia felt grimly certain. 

Presumably she had found that there was unexpectedly little for her in what Patricia privately called 
‘the Marseilles adventure’. And that was why she had been prepared to come back to Michael, as 
the repentant and sorrowing wife. 

But, if that was so, why make a fuss now over the situation she had found? Of course she knew 
quite well that there had never been any harm in it, and that she could accept Michael’s explanation 
at its face-value. 



Provided she was willing to wait the very short while until her position could be acknowledged 
(‘which is what we’re all having to do,’ thought Patricia grimly), she had very little to complain of, 
particularly in view of her own actions. 

Then why play the injured wife? Was it simply to establish some sort of fresh hold over Michael? 
—to distract attention from her own lapse?—or for some much more complicated purpose? 

Whatever it was, it was for no good purpose, Patricia felt sure. And then she sprang to her feet, 
with every speculation forgotten. For she had heard Michael’s step in the passage outside. 

He hardly more than glanced at Patricia. Then he went over to the dressing-table, and fingered 
one or two of the things absently, as though he were looking for something but was not quite sure 
what it was. 

‘Michael, has she gone?’ 

‘Oh yes, she’s gone.’ 

He didn’t turn round, and Patricia anxiously watched his reflection in the mirror. 

‘Did you—come to any sort of arrangement?’ 

‘No,’ he said. ‘We didn’t come to any arrangement.’ Then, turning suddenly, he faced her. ‘She 
insists that she intends to divorce me.’ 

‘Divorce you? She divorce you ? But it’s ridiculous! She can’t divorce you.’ 


Oh yes, she can,’ he said grimly. ‘And she can cite you as co-respondent.’ 



CHAPTER VIII 


For a moment Patricia stared at him in angry astonishment. 

‘But she's the one who did the misbehaving, or whatever you like to call it! How dare she have 
the impertinence even to talk of divorcing you? Does she suppose she can go wandering about 
the Continent with another man, and then appear all injured innocence and talk of divorcing her 
husband because he did what he could to cover up her behaviour?’ 

‘According to her,’ Michael explained rather wearily, ‘there was no “wandering about the 
Continent”, as you call it. She insists that she acted on some mad impulse, and that she regretted 
what she had done almost before the boat was out of harbour again. She left this—this other man 
that same afternoon and went on alone to Paris. It was in Paris, in the surroundings we had known 
together, that she came to her senses and—’ 

‘Came to her senses! If that young woman ever lost her senses, so far as her own interest was 
concerned, then I'll never trust my judgment again. And if I called her the names I’d really like to call 
her, you’d never say again in that reflective way of yours, “What a nice girl you are, Patricia,” ’ she 
added grimly. 

He smiled faintly. 

‘All of which doesn’t get us anywhere, my dear.’ 

‘No, of course not.' Her anger left her as abruptly as it had come. Sitting down on the side of her 
bed, she took both his hands and looked up at him with real sympathy. ‘Michael, I’m so sorry. You 
must be terribly miserable and worried. But—honestly—do you believe her story?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I only know I don’t want you dragged into this, simply because you were 
so wonderfully good as to help me out of a rotten hole.’ 

‘Oh, that doesn’t matter,' she began absently. But he interrupted her with passionate energy. 

‘Of course it matters! It always matters for a girl to appear as co-respondent in a divorce suit. 

What do you suppose your Phil Magerton would think of it, for one thing?’ 

‘Oh!—I’d forgotten.’ She really was shaken for a moment. Then she recovered herself. ‘But 
anyway, Michael, it’s all so absurd. It isn’t even a practical possibility. I don’t know much about 
divorce. I do know there isn’t much chance of getting one if there are charges against both 
parties. You have at least as strong a story as she has.’ 

‘Meaning that if I like to counter her disbelief of my story with a disbelief of hers, she would be 
unlikely to get her divorce?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘And how, my dear,' he inquired dryly, ‘do you suppose that would improve our—or rather, your— 
position?’ 

‘Well, I suppose—I— Oh!’ She stopped suddenly, her eyes widening in angry, frightened 
comprehension. 

‘Quite so. There would be a grand washing of dirty linen all round. And 
failure to get her divorce would be much consolation to you for the loss of your reputation.’ 

There was a long silence, during which Patricia slowly digested this most unpalatable situation. 

‘I don’t understand the idea behind it,’ he said at last with angry impatience. ‘It all seems so 
pointless.’ 

The idea behind it,’ thought Patricia cynically, ‘is handsome alimony.’ But she was not quite sure 
how Michael would take such a suggestion. It was a little difficult to tell how he felt about Pat now. 

Whether he was still blindly infatuated, or was beginning to suspect that he was being very, very 
delicately blackmailed. 

‘May I ask something which isn’t quite my business?’ she inquired at last. 

He smiled slightly again. 

‘I suppose so. There doesn’t seem much of this which isn’t rather painfully your business.’ 

‘Well—are you still very much in love with her?’ 

For once, he didn’t seem haughtily annoyed at such a personal question. He sat down slowly on 
the bed beside her, still holding one of her hands in his. 

‘Patricia, I don’t know. She seems like a different person, somehow—You see, I began by 
thinking her so wonderful. She was always—elusive, and I suppose’—he laughed a little 
deprecatingly—‘I used to admit to myself that I never quite understood her. But I never had any 
doubt about her being the most beautiful and attractive woman I had ever seen.’ 

‘She is very beautiful,’ Patricia conceded, because he had paused, almost as though he 
intended her to say something. 

Then, of course, when this frightful thing happened I felt that everything I had ever known of her 
was wrong. My own wife was a stranger to me. It wasn’t exactly that I thought I could never forgive 
her—’ 


hardly imagine that Pat’s 


‘No, I know. It was just that the ornament was broken, and even if you could get it mended again, 
the cracks would always show.’ 

He smiled. 

‘Well, yes, Patricia. Perhaps it was something like that.’ 

‘And then she did come back,’ Patricia prompted him gently, because he seemed inclined to 
relapse into his own thoughts. 

‘Yes, she came back. And,’ he said slowly, ‘if she seemed a stranger to me at the time when she 
left me, she seems doubly a stranger to me now.’ 

Patricia regarded him thoughtfully. 

‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘you don’t like the suggestion that perhaps you are seeing her as she 
really is, for the first time?’ 

‘No,’ he said dryly, ‘I don’t like the suggestion. But my common sense tells me that it’s not an 
impossible explanation.’ 


‘And that she’s quite deliberately exploiting your present position so that she will reap handsome 



alimony?’ 


He winced angrily. But, although he refused to agree to that in words, Patricia knew that he was 
acknowledging the possibility to himself. 

‘Yet she must know as well as we do that if I contest the suit she wouldn’t get any divorce,’ he 
said musingly, after a moment. And Patricia then realised, from the way he had worded his 
reflection, that he had really accepted the true picture of his wife. 

‘She doesn’t think you will contest it,’ Patricia told him bluntly. 'She thinks you will let it go through 
the quickest and quietest way possible.’ 

‘In which, of course,’ he admitted dryly, ‘she is entirely correct.’ 

‘You can’t mean that!’ Patricia was hotly angry. ‘You mustn’t let her get away with it like that. 
Don’t be so—so spineless.’ 

‘My dear,’ he pointed out coolly, ‘I am not in a position to choose. I must do whatever will mean 
less scandal attaching to your name. If the suit goes through undefended we may be able to keep 
you completely in the background. That is what concerns me at the moment.’ 

Patricia hardly considered that before she replied: 

‘But I won’t have it! I wll not have that wretched woman exploit you, simply because some 
mistaken chivalry towards me prevents you from defending yourself. It’s—it’s morally unsound.’ 

‘Patricia, dear.’ He laughed, but he was holding her hand painfully tightly, and his slightly 
heightened colour showed that he was moved. ‘It’s so like you to want to sacrifice yourself for the 
sake of abstract justice, but—’ 

‘It isn’t in the least like me to want to sacrifice myself for anything,’ she retorted promptly. ‘I’m 
much too common-sense for that. But I’m hanged if I’ll let that—that chromium-plated harpy get 
away with such an obvious ramp, if I can stop it.’ 

He did raise his eyebrows rather at this unusual description of his wife. But all he said was: 

‘Aren’t you forgetting that you are not the only person to be consulted about this business?’ 

‘You, you mean?’ 

‘Oh—well, I wasn’t thinking of myself just then. I was thinking of your fiance, who certainly is 
entitled to some say in the matter.’ 

‘I don’t think it really concerns Phil,’ she said slowly at last. ‘It’s a question of right and wrong 
which / have to decide.’ 

‘I doubt if he will agree, with you there,’ Michael remarked dryly. 

‘I can’t help that. A truth isn’t any the less a truth because someone you’re fond of doesn’t agree 
with you.’ 

Again he gave her that smile, and his hand tightened. 

‘I refuse to let you rush into any decision which you may regret. So far as that goes, I insist on 
being the heavy husband.’ 

She smiled, too, then. 

‘Well, I'll have to see Phil about it, of course.’ 

‘I think it would be best.’ 

Though I reserve the right absolutely to make my own decision.’ Then, after a pause—‘What did 
you and she finally—decide?’ 

‘I said that I should have to think it over.’ 

‘And she was going to do the same?’ 

‘I suppose so.' He looked dubious. ‘I don’t think she intends to alter her mind at all.’ 

‘Of course she doesn’t—unless she can see more profit in some other wangle. No, Michael, she 
has us very nicely cornered. And she knows it.’ 

He winced again. More, Patricia thought, from the realisation that it was really his wife who was 
behaving like this than from any alarm at his own position. 

It was not until fairly late that evening that Patricia had a suitable chance to telephone to Phil. 
But, when she could do so, she seized the opportunity at once. Isobel was upstairs with Mrs. 
Hamby and Susan, and Michael in his study, so there was no one to hear her relieved, ‘Oh, Phil, is 
that you?’ when she finally got through to him. 

‘Patricia dear! I had almost decided to break my promise and ring you up.’ 

‘Well, there isn’t any need now.’ She was smiling, she found, in sheer relief at having someone 
so lighthearted as Phil to talk to—someone who had nothing to do with the complicated and 
harassing position in this household. ‘When can I see you?’ 

‘To-morrow?’ 

‘Yes. To-morrow, if you can manage it.’ 

‘If I can what? Don’t be silly, darling. First thing in the morning?’ 

‘I think the afternoon’s more comfortable, don’t you?’ She was laughing again. ‘Somewhere 
where we can have a real talk, Phil.’ 

‘Why not come along to my place?’ 

‘Your place?’ 

‘Yes. Didn’t you know I have a little box of a place near the Adelphi? You have to take a 
magnifying glass to it to see it properly, but it’s cosy.’ 

‘Do you mean you’re not living at home any more?’ 

‘Oh, in the ordinary way—yes. But I’ve wanted a place of my own for some time now. Business 
reasons, you know—and some reasons of pleasure too,' he added wickedly. ‘Now I have it, and I 
think it’s time you were introduced to it.’ 

‘Phil, how delightful. I’ll be there about four. What is the address?’ 

He told her, and added that she was not to be late, or she would find him roaming the 
Embankment ‘looking for a likely spot for a dejected suicide.’ 



She rang off, considerably cheered by his good-humoured nonsense. Now that he was happy, 
and confident of her love for him, he was much less inclined to raise objections about her position 
in Michael’s house. It was even possible that she would be able to make him see the whole affair 
of the returned wife in the same light as she did. 

‘Well—no. I expect he'll be sticky over that,’ Patricia reflected the next moment. It was difficult 
enough to think of oneself as a co-respondent in a contested divorce suit. For Phil to regard such 
a contingency placidly was asking rather too much, perhaps. 

She felt a good deal of pleasant curiosity as she set off for Phil’s place the next afternoon. 

The flat, she found, was one of a small group of service flats, where the comfort of the tenants 
was considered to a most gratifying degree. Phil always had known how to make himself 
comfortable, of course, but she couldn’t help wondering idly how much all this pleasant indulgence 
cost him. He would hate giving it up— anyone would—but, for a man who was contemplating 
marriage on an income which he had to make himself, it certainly was a pretty .expensive luxury. 

He opened the door to her himself, and greeted her with all the gay, affectionate enthusiasm 
which was so much part of him. 

‘Like it?’ he wanted to know, as she stood in the small but delightful sitting-room, looking round 
her with a simile of sheer pleasure and admiration. 

‘It’s simply lovely, Phil!’ 

‘Come over here, and see the view of the river.’ He drew her over to the window, and they stood 
there for a moment, very close together, savouring not only their own pleasure but each other’s. 

‘It’s the nicest place I’ve ever seen,’ she declared at last, sitting down on the window seat and 
taking off her hat. 

‘I’m so glad you think so.' 

‘Fancy your not mentioning it before. How long have you had it, Phil?’ 

Three days.’ 

‘Three —days?’ 

‘Um-hm.’ He laughed at her astonishment, and proceeded to pour out sherry for them both. 

She watched him in silence—a slightly troubled silence. What an extraordinary thing for Phil to 
do! To launch out into the renting of an expensive furnished flat, the moment he knew she was 
willing to marry him. 

Unless, of course, he thought they were going to be married almost at once! 

‘Your drink, darling.’ 

‘Oh, thank you. But—there’s something I want to tell you—' 

‘I know. That you love me.’ 

‘No. At least—’ she laughed protestingly—‘that too, of course. But there’s something else.’ 

Then it can wait, my sweet, until you’ve drunk a toast—to our new home.' 

‘Oh, Phil!’ 

‘Please drink,' he begged. 

And, half laughing, half distressed, she did so. 

‘Is this really to be our home?’ 

‘It’s to be our home,’ he agreed. 

‘I can hardly believe it,’ 

‘No,’ he agreed. 7 can hardly believe it, even when I see you sitting there.’ 

‘Oh, I—hope you’re not going to be terribly dashed by what I have to tell you.’ 

He paled slightly and set his glass down sharply. 

‘It’s nothing to do with—our not being together, is it?’ 

‘No, not exactly. It’s just that some rotten complication has arisen in the situation with Michael. 
His wife has come back.’ 

‘Well—’ Phil drew a sigh of relief—‘I should call that a case of simplifying things,, rather than 
complicating them. He doesn’t need two wives, does he? I suppose even he will consider you free 
to make your own arrangements now.’ 

‘Oh, it’s—not a question of that. You see, she elected to be very—upset by the discovery of our 
arrangement. And she talks of divorcing Michael.’ 

‘Divorcing him?’ .For a moment, Phil looked more amused than horrified. ‘But I thought she was 
the one who had been sowing a dainty crop of wild oats.’ 

‘She has. At least, I think she has. And certainly it looks a bit like it if you go off to the Continent 
with some man, leaving nothing but an unsatisfactory note for your husband.’ 

‘Definite sign of wild-oat sowing,’ Phil agreed. 

‘Well, she insists now that it never came to anything, that—' 

The wild oats were Easter lilies when they came up?’ 

‘Something like that. She—she’s a very vindictive sort of person, Phil.’ 

‘Of course,’ he agreed tolerantly. 'Most of you women are when you find someone else has 
snaffled your man.’ 

‘It isn’t funnyY 

‘I’m sorry, darling.’ 

‘It’s deadly serious. She is going to try to divorce Michael. And she’s going to cite me as co¬ 
respondent.’ 


The deuce she is!’ Phil did sit up then. 



‘Yes. I thought you hadn’t taken in all the implications,’ Patricia said a little grimly. 

‘But the whole thing is ridiculous. She hasn’t got a leg to stand on—if this Continental trip really 
took place.’ 

‘Nor have v\e.' 

‘Nor have you what?’ 

‘A leg to stand on. How do you suppose our story would sound in the divorce court?’ 

Phil gave a long whistle. 

‘I hadn’t thought of that. But—well, hang it all, isn’t it stalemate, if both the lady and her husband 
appear to have been transgressing?’ 

‘Yes, I thought of that too. But you see, she’s out to get what she can out of Michael. He is still 
rather reluctant to believe it, but it’s perfectly obvious. She thinks that, if she puts pressure on him, 
he won’t bring any counter-charge, because an undefended case will go through with as little 
publicity as possible, and I—I shan’t have too much unpleasantness.’ 

‘Urn—hm, I see. Seems a pretty sound scheme.’ 

‘Phil, it is not a sound scheme! It’s a deliberate and disgusting piece of exploiting. And I won’t 
be party to it. That’s—well, that’s what I wanted to tell you.’ 

‘I see.’ There was a slight pause. Then he said: 

‘Well, if you’re asking for my advice, darling, I think you’re overdoing the quixotic element. It isn’t 
your fault that these two seem to have made a pretty mess of their affairs. I won’t administer the 
backhand cut of “I told you so”, but I can’t say I’m greatly surprised that you find yourself in some 
such position.’ 

‘But you won’t—mind if I insist on Michael fighting the case?’ 

‘Mind?’ He smiled and shrugged. ‘Yes, of course I mind anything so damned unpleasant for you, 
and quite frankly I advise you to let him take the quietest course and cut the losses all round.’ 

‘But it wouldn’t cut the losses all round! It’s Michael who would lose all along the line—and it’s so 
unfair. She means to get heavy alimony if she can, and, all the time, it’s she who behaved so 
badly.’ 

‘She won’t get alimony if the case remains unsettled.’ 

‘No. I know. But doesn’t the judge exercise discretion or something of the kind in these cases? I 
won’t believe that both Michael and I should be set down as liars if we told the exact truth.’ 

Phil rubbed his chin reflectively. 

‘It’s rather a tall story to ask a divorce court judge to swallow,’ he observed. They aren’t exactly 
what you’d call credulous, you know.’ 

‘Maybe not. But at least if we tell the truth, instead of my letting Michael be blackmailed into 
silence, then we’ve done the best we can.’ 

‘Better see what your counsel thinks about that.' 

‘Yes, of course. But—you won’t raise any objection, Phil?’ She gazed at him anxiously. 

‘I, my dear? No. It’s really a matter for you to decide for yourself. I've given you my frank opinion, 
but the rest is your own affair.’ 

‘Oh, thank you! ’ 

She was immensely relieved. She was also indefinably puzzled. It was wonderful, of course, to 
find Phil so tolerant and so anxious for her to follow her own way of thinking. But there was surely 
something curiously—detached in his attitude. As though he really didn't .think it was any business 
of his. 

‘Phil, you don’t think—’ She hesitated nervously. ‘You don’t think your people will feel very badly 
about it, do you?’ 

‘My people?’ 

‘Well, I was thinking of your mother. I think I ought to explain the whole thing to her myself. ’ 

‘My dear girl!’ His expression changed curiously. ‘I don’t think I’d try to have any heart-to-heart 
talks with Mater, if I were you.’ 

‘But I feel I owe it to her, in a way. Most mothers are a bit anxious about the girls their sons marry 
and—’ 


‘Darling,’ he said rather softly, ‘I think we’re talking at cross-purposes. I haven’t ever said 
anything about marriage, you know.’ 



CHAPTER IX 


Patricia thought she must have stared at Phil for a full minute in silence. But it could have been 
nothing like so long, of course. Then, even when her voice did come, it was husky and sounded 
quite unlike her own. 

‘What—did you say? I don’t understand. I thought we’d been talking all the time about loving each 
other and—’ 

‘Loving each other, of course, my darling.’ He leant forward suddenly and took her in his arms, 
regardless of the fact that she instinctively resisted. ‘But that doesn’t necessarily mean the same 
thing as marriage. Oh, but why argue about it? Nothing was ever settled by argument. All that’s best 
in the world is settled by this.’ And he kissed her, quickly and passionately, just as he had kissed her 
that day in the Park. 

‘No! Please—’ She broke away from him as though he were a stranger who had kissed her. ‘I 
don’t want you to do that.’ 

‘You don’t want me to kiss you?’ His slight laugh was incredulous. ‘But, darling, what is there that 
either of us could want more? You know I love to kiss you. You know you love to be kissed. Patricia, 
don’t let old prejudices and scruples stand in the way of our happiness! I know it’s something of a 
shock to you, with your terribly clear-cut ideas of right and wrong—though, God knows, playing wife 
to someone should have opened your eyes a—’ 

‘How dare you!’ She would never have believed she could have spoken so icily to Phil. ‘You know 
there was never the slightest question of anything disreputable between Michael and me. Michael 
wouldn’t have insulted me or himself by suggesting it.’ 

Then the more fool he, my dear,’ Phil retorted curtly. ‘It’s no affair of mine if he chose to behave 
like a bloodless dummy. But if you can coolly take on the position of sharing a bedroom with a man 
and equally coolly talk of playing co-respondent in a divorce suit, it’s unthinkable that you should turn 
cold and squeamish over the one thing that really matters, with the one man you love.’ 

‘If you think what I did with Michael was nothing but a preparation course for becoming your 
mistress—’ 

‘Patricia! Listen, darling. Don’t let’s spoil it all by angry words and arguments. There’s something 
very precious between you and me. Something that doesn’t happen with many people. We could be 
utterly happy here together. You said yourself it was the loveliest place you had ever seen. You 
looked radiant when we spoke of it as our future home. Don’t let it all go for the sake of that one 
cramping, worn-out word marriage. It doesn’t mean so much as that, you know.’ 

‘It means just that little line between the things I will do and the things I won’t do,’ Patricia told him 
coolly. ‘It’s just the difference between “yes” and “no.” I’m sorry. Phil. As you said, we’ve been at 
cross-purposes.’ 



‘You can’t dismiss it like that!’ 


‘I have dismissed it like that,’ Patricia said, find she stood up to go. 

‘No! My dear, it’s impossible!’ He tried to take her in his arms again, but she put his hands aside, 
and there was something in her angry blue eyes that made him step back. ‘Patricia, it’s the 
happiness of both, of us that you’re throwing aside.’ 

She faced him then, and said very distinctly: 

‘You were never specially concerned with my happiness. You knew perfectly well that you were 
appealing to me under false pretences. I’m not going to pretend that I’m ashamed of thinking you 
meant to many me. I’m ashamed of you that you didn’t mean it.’ 

‘My dear, I’m simply not the marrying kind.’ He shrugged a little sullenly. 

Then that’s all there is to say, Phil.’ 

He would have stopped her even then, as she turned to go, but she put him aside quite finally and 
definitely. 

Outside in the bright sunshine once more, she mechanically turned her steps in the direction of 
home. It was unthinkable that she should sit still in some taxi or bus. She must walk, and somehow 
force herself to some calm contemplation of the way her world had crashed. 

It was over. She was not going to marry Phil, after all. He had never meant that she should. Only 
have some cheap little affair, which he dared to call ‘something precious between them’. 

She saw now, with quite deadly clearness, how it had come about. In the old days, when she 
belonged by right to his own social set, he had never thought of her in that way. It was not a question 
of snobbery. It was simply a matter of social convention. Then he had met her again, with none of 
the security of her old environment round her—playing, in fact, a role, which very definitely put her in 
another light. 

He had not been specially relieved to find she was not really married to Michael. She saw that 
now. It was immaterial to him, in any case. 

‘I don’t believe it,’ she said in a whisper to herself. ‘Even now, I don’t believe it.’ 

But she did, of course. 

She had just reached the corner of Bridge Street when suddenly a car drew up at the kerb beside 
her, and Michael’s voice called: 

‘Patricia! Hello—jump in and I’ll drive you home. That is, if you were going home.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said rather carefully, because she didn’t want him to guess from her tone or her words 
that anything was wrong. ‘Yes, I was going home.’ 



‘Been shopping?’ he inquired, as the car slid into the stream of traffic once more. 

‘No.’ Then she took a deep breath. ‘As a matter of fact, I’ve just been to see Phil.’ 

‘Phil, eh?’ He glanced at her and then away again. ‘To discuss—’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And—what does he want you to do about things?’ 

‘About the divorce?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘He has lefjt.it,’ Patricia said, ‘entirely to me. I am to decide what / think should be done. And I’ve 
decided. You can go ahead with contesting the suit just as soon as you like.’ 

‘Patricia! He really feels that way about it?’ 

‘More or less.’ 

Michael raised his eyebrows. 

‘I don’t think I should have been prepared to do that if it had been my fiancee who was involved,’ 
he admitted. 

‘Very likely not,’ she said, as the car drew up outside the house. ‘But perhaps,’ she added with 
unusual dryness, ‘Phil understands that when it comes to a contest of wills, he might just as well let 
me have things my way.’ 

‘Is that so?’ Michael laughed, as he handed her out’ of the car. ‘Well, I can’t say I’ve found you as 
difficult as that, Patricia. If you are as good a wife to Phil as you have been to me, he should have 
very little to complain of.’ 

She smiled faintly in answer to that, since she saw that he was expecting it. But she slipped past 
him into the house, and ran upstairs to her room, hoping devoutly that he would not follow her. 

Evidently something downstairs required his attention, because she was left in solitary possession 
of the room until dinner time. And by then she had her voice and her expression—if not perhaps her 
feelings—completely under control. 

Isobel, as it happened, was in one of her most chatty—and therefore least observant—moods that 
evening. She was quite unaware of the fact that both Michael and Patricia were a good deal 
occupied with their own thoughts, and the only time Michael really came completely out of his silent 
musing was when she remarked that Susan thought Mrs. Harnby was not quite so well. 

He glanced up quickly. 


I thought she looked very much herself when I saw her,’ he said anxiously. Though she was 



disinclined to talk.’ 


‘Well, that isn’t like her, is it?’ Isobel replied. 

‘No, I suppose not.’ Michael smiled faintly. ‘I thought perhaps she was a little tired.’ 

‘It may be that, of course. Susan seemed to think she was fretting rather about something.’ 

‘Fretting? She has nothing to fret about.’ 

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ Isobel became vague and a trifle soulful. ‘Women—and particularly mothers 
—do have things to worry about, you know.’ 

‘I don’t think Mother has any reason to worry about me.’ 

‘Well then, perhaps it’s something quite different. Perhaps she just got melancholy, remembering 
things. After all, it is the anniversary of your father’s death some time this month, isn’t it?’ Isobel 
became still more vague. 

‘I think,’ Michael said dryly, ‘that you’re stretching things extremely far if you are trying to attribute 
any melancholy on Mother’s part to that particular anniversary.’ 

‘Oh, Michael! You really shouldn’t be so disrespectful when speaking of the dead. De mortuis, you 
know. (I never can remember the rest. But then I don’t think anyone else ever can either.) After all, he 
ms your father.’ 

‘Which gives him no special right, my dear Isobel, to a post-dated halo. I shouldn’t go out of my 
way to abuse him. I suppose I shouldn’t even go out of my way to speak of him with candour. But 
since he has been mentioned, you know as well as I do that he was that most contemptible of all 
things—an incurable philanderer.’ 

Patricia moved sharply, but neither of the other two noticed. 

‘Oh, we—ell, yes, I suppose that is true. But, of course, he was so extremely attractive. That does 
mean a certain amount of temptation for a man.’ 

‘My mother is extremely attractive too,’ retorted Michael shortly. ‘But that didn’t make her forget 
either her dignity or her duty.’ 

‘No, no, of course not. And it’s true that Aunt Leni is most attractive. Clever, too,’ added Isobel 
reflectively, ‘or else how did she make Uncle marry her?’ 

‘I have often thought myself that was a great tribute to her powers,’ Michael agreed dryly. 

‘All the same, I think you’re rather hard on that type of man, because charm does excuse a great 
deal.’ 


Michael shook his head impatiently. 



‘I don’t agree. If ever I dislike a man on sight, it is usually because he is that type. And I don’t think 
I’m often mistaken in identifying the type.’ 

Patricia glanced up for a moment from the book she was pretending to read and, although 
Michael was not even looking at her, she felt curiously certain that she was in his thoughts. 

Was that why he had taken an instant dislike to Phil? If so, she thought grimly, his judgment had 
certainly been vindicated once more. 

‘Well, it’s a most useful gift to have,’ declared Isobel with a laugh. Though, of course, in your case 
it would be better if you could identify the feminine counterpart at sight. I’ve sometimes thought 
—and I know Aunt Leni has—that you were rather the kind to get caught by a harpy. But, after all, you 
managed to choose very well.’ And she smiled in a friendly way at Patricia—who smiled back 
gallantly and made some remark of her own, since it was Michael now who needed a little support. 

Isobel was called away to the telephone a few moments later, and—half to escape from her own 
thoughts and half because she was really interested—Patricia said: 

‘Michael, did—did your mother have to put up with a good deal?’ 

‘From my father, you mean?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Well, Patricia, for a proud woman—and she is proud in her way—it must have been odious. He 
was never unpleasant to her, you understand. But he simply reserved the right to have a good time 
with anyone who took his fancy. I believe he would have argued that he always came back to my 
mother in the end—and so what reason had she to complain?’ 

‘Which was his idea of constancy?’ 

‘No doubt. The only time I gave myself the pleasure of saying what I thought, he was perfectly 
agreeable—so much so that one might almost have supposed that he agreed with my point of view. 
But, as a matter of fact, he thought everything was explained and excused when he stated 
complacently that the truth was—he was not the marrying sort—What did you say?’ 

‘Nothing. Go on.’ But Patricia bit her lip hard, because she had in fact given a slight exclamation, 
on hearing that unpleasantly familiar turn of phrase. 

‘He added that my mother ought never to have married him. Which was,’ Michael admitted grimly, 
‘perfectly correct. Only not, of course, in quite the way he meant.’ 

‘Did she say—say how much she regretted it?’ 

‘Not in his lifetime. And never, I am sure, to anyone outside the family. Afterwards, of course, she 
told me more about it—though I had always guessed a good deal. And when Isobel now suggested 
that the anniversary of his death might conceivably cause Mother some melancholy reflection, I 
didn’t feel I could let that pass. I hope,’ he added after a slight pause, ‘that there isn’t anything 
troubling her.’ 



‘She is sure to have ups and downs in her condition until she is a good deal stronger,’ Patricia 
pointed out soothingly. 

‘Yes, of course.’ He frowned. ‘If only we can keep her free from any kind of shock for the next 
week or two.’ 

‘But we are, Michael. That’s just what we’re doing—at some pains to ourselves.’ 

‘Yes, I know. It’s absurd to be nervous. Only I sometimes think—’ He broke off with a sigh. 

‘What do you think, Michael?’ 

‘Oh, it’s only an idea.’ He shrugged. ‘But I can imagine Pat coming to the house again and 
—making some sort of scene.’ 

‘He certainly is beginning to recognise her for what she is!’ thought Patricia. But aloud she only 
said: 

‘Don’t worry, Michael. She could never get as far as seeing your mother, with Susan on guard. 
Quite apart from any interference / should make if I were in.’ 

‘Yes, of course.’ He stood up with a smile, and patted her shoulder in a friendly way as he passed. 
‘You are a good friend, my dear. I only hope your Phil realises his good luck. Don’t be surprised if I 
come late to bed. I have some work to do. I’ll take care not to wake you. Good-night.’ 

‘Good-night, Michael.’ 

She thought, all the same, that she was more likely to be awake than asleep when he did come to 
bed. She was afraid this was going to be one of those terrible nights when she lay awake until the 
light came. 

She went over every word of that conversation with Phil, wondering now if she had been too hasty 
in her angry dismissal of his pleading. If she had been more reasonable, more—gentle, she 
supposed was the word—might he not have seen her point of view? Might he not even have been 
shamed into a realisation of how hopelessly he was betraying the love between them? Why hadn’t 
she pleaded for her idea of what their life should be together? There certainly wasn’t much to be 
gained by a few angry words and a lofty withdrawal from the scene. 

‘After all, I suppose he isn’t the only man to start with wrong-headed notions about these things,’ 
muttered Patricia into her pillow. ‘Because he didn’t expect me to refuse. That’s the most 
extraordinary part of all. I’ve never done anything to make him think—’ 

Well, of course, there might be two ways of regarding her adventure with Michael. However much 
she protested that the whole thing was innocent—almost as impersonal as a business arrangement 
—Phil was not a man who would ever see it in that light. She realised that now. 

Suppose she had convinced Phil for the time that their happiness lay in marriage, what security 
would there ever have been afterwards? None, of course. She should have seen that at once! 



I vvonYcry,’ she told herself angrily. ‘I won’t cry about Phil. He isn’t worth it.’ 


But she went on crying just the same. Perhaps not even so much for Phil himself as for all he had 
represented. Love and romance, companionship and the deep warm consciousness that there was 
someone to whom one mattered supremely. 

She had no idea how long she had been crying when suddenly she became aware of Michael’s 
step outside—that step which he could make so surprisingly light and quiet for such a big man. 

Somehow she choked back her tears and controlled her uneven breathing. She drew the 
bedclothes right up to her face and lay with her head turned away, in case he should put on the 
centre light. 

Evidently he assumed she was asleep, however, for he put on only the light over his own bed. And 
even then, she noticed, he tipped the shade a little further, so that no streak of light could possibly 
disturb her. 

‘Patricia, are you awake?’ he said very softly. 

Patricia breathed deeply—and immediately there followed that soft, tearless sob which she had 
tried so hard to suppress. 

‘My dear—’ He came over at once. ‘Are you crying?’ 

‘N—no.’ 

‘But you have been.’ He sat down on the side of her bed, felt for her in the gloom, and quite 
naturally gathered her into his arms. ‘Patricia dear, what is it?’ 

‘N—nothing,’ 

‘Oh, come, I won’t believe that, you know.’ He was smiling, she knew, from the tone of his voice. 
‘Even silly people don’t cry for nothing. And you’re not a silly person.’ 

Still she was silent, though the slight pressure of her hand on his acknowledged his attempt to 
comfort her. 

‘Is it something about Phil Magerton?’ he inquired at last.‘Something which happened this 
afternoon, and you haven’t told me about it?’ 

‘Y—yes,’ Patricia admitted in a whisper. 

‘Well, that doesn’t take much guessing,’ he said quietly. ‘I didn’t entirely believe you, you know, 
when you said he had no objection to the divorce suit being contested. Of course he objects. Any 
man would. And I suppose you quarrelled about it, eh?’ 

‘No, Michael, we didn’t quarrel about it. We didn’t actually quarrel about anything. We decided not 
—to go on with things. That was all.’ 



‘Not to go on with things?’ He was astounded, she could tell. ‘What things?—Your engagement, 
you mean?’ 

‘It never was an engagement.’ Patricia found that she could say that quite steadily now. ‘At least, it 
never went further than my imagination. He didn’t intend to marry me. You see, he—he’s not the 
marrying sort.’ 

‘Damned bounder,’ Michael said softly, but in a tone that was singularly free from surprise now. 
‘But you thought, until to-day, that he did mean marriage?’ 

‘Of course. I should—well, I suppose I should have stopped it all long ago otherwise. It never 
entered my head that his talking of—loving me meant anything else. ‘I think I was a bit of a fool, now 
that I look back. I was uneasy, of course, when he—made love to me although he thought I was 
married to you. But I thought that was sheer desperation because he thought he’d lost me, and I was 
sure that when he knew I was free after all, he would be immeasurably relieved and forget all his 
other wild ideas.’ 

‘Whereas it made no difference at all?’ Michael’s tone was grim. 

‘N—none. He wasn’t interested in making me his wife. So the question of whether I was married 
or not hardly mattered.’ 

There was silence for a moment. Then he said: 

‘You’re sure this is the real truth of the matter? It isn’t really that he has raised hell over his fiance 
figuring in a divorce suit, and you’re trying to cover it up in order to spare my feelings?’ 

‘No, Michael, of course not.’ 

‘I’m terribly sorry about this,’ he said at last. ‘I know just how sick and stunned you’re feeling, and 
you probably don’t want anyone to start telling you that you’ve had a lucky escape.’ 

She smiled faintly. 

‘No, it isn’t really necessary. I know that part. Only, somehow, it doesn’t seem to make a lot of 
difference.’ 

‘Not at the moment,’ he agreed. ‘But’—and histone became unexpectedly dry—‘it will, Patricia.’ 

‘Do you mean—’ she glanced up, and tried to read his expression, but there was not enough light 
‘do you mean that’s how you felt? Stunned and miserable and—empty, at first. And then—then the 
fact that you’d been so badly treated began to have its effect?’ 

‘Something like that, I suppose. It isn’t resentment. It isn’t even self-pity, I think. It’s just that things 
are no longer at all what you thought, and so you can’t feel quite the same about them. But it’s 
confoundedly unfeeling to say these things in the first moment’—he tightened his arm slightly—‘and 
it isn’t any real comfort. I only wanted you to know that—that one feels better afterwards.’ 


Michael, thank you,’ She hugged him. ‘I’m sorry I cried and was a fool.’ 



‘No, don’t be sorry.’ 

‘Why not?’ She smiled a little at his tone. 

‘Oh—it gave me a chance to do something for you, even if it was only a small thing.’ 

‘Michael, it’s not at all a small thing! It’s lovely of you to appear at just the right moment, and say 
something that makes me feel better.’ 

‘Well, you appeared at exactly the right moment for me, remember, and helped to get me out of 
my particular hole, with more energy than I’ve put into rescuing you from being miserable.’ 

‘Oh, we—ell, I’m not sure that I’m the person to thank for my appearance on the road that 
afternoon. I suppose ‘—and she laughed a little—‘we have Mrs. Enderby Elmes to thank for that.’ 

‘Who on earth is she?’ 

The lady who didn’t want me as governess to her children.’ 

‘Oh, that one.’ And then he laughed softly too. 

‘What is it, Michael?’ 

‘I was trying,’ he said, ‘to imagine you as a governess.’ 

‘But is it so funny? I—I’ve got to do something like that eventually, you know.’ 

‘Oh, nonsense!’ He spoke impatiently. ‘You can’t be that. We’ll find something else for you.’ 

‘But why, Michael?’ 

‘Because, for one thing,’ he reminded her dryly, ‘to have been co-respondent in any divorce suit is 
not quite the best recommendation for a governess to have.’ 

Oh!’ She gave a slight gasp. ‘Somehow I hadn’t thought of that.’ 

‘No?—It was the first thing I thought of when you told me about not marrying Phil. Or at least, I 
realised that your reputation is going to be an even more important thing to you now. I think, Patricia, 
we’re going to have to consider the whole position again.’ 

‘/Vo!’ She hardly knew why she was so passionate about it—why it had become a fixed idea with 
her that Pat should not be allowed to profit by the position into which she had thrust her husband. 

Michael laughed a little unhappily. 

‘Well, my dear, I’ve been asking myself whether there is, after all, so much difference between a 
contested and an uncontested divorce suit. Whether it wouldn’t be better—’ 


Michael, you know there is! You’re simply saying that because, you think it’s your duty to save my 



reputation. If you don’t contest the suit, it’s true I probably shan’t have much mud sticking to me, and 
she will be able to sponge on you for life, and, incidentally, you will be labelled among all your friends 
as the guilty party.’ 

‘I think I can stand that.’ He smiled slightly. 

‘But why should you? If, on the other hand, you do contest it, there is every chance that our story will 
be believed.’ 

‘Not every chance, Patricia.’ 

‘Well then, a strong chance. And in that case you will get your divorce against her, and be able to 
cut her out of your life and—and start again or whatever you want to do. I think it’s worth some 
publicity for a chance of that.’ 

‘It would be a good deal of publicity, you know. The whole story is rather fantastic, even to us, who 
know the full reasons for it. I’m afraid it would provide some piquant headlines.’ 

Patricia winced slightly. 

‘It would be worth it,’ she maintained, ‘if you won the case.’ 

‘And if I didn’t?’ He thoughtfully put his cheek against the top of her head, rather as though he 
were not quite realising what he was doing, but liked the feel of her hair. ‘If I didn’t win, you would 
have become front-page news of a most unpleasant kind, for absolutely nothing.’ 

‘I’m prepared to risk it. It isn’t a case of being quixotic, Michael. It’s—it’s an absolute loathing of 
seeing a worthless person get away with a good thing. You said something once about my being 
intolerant—’ 

‘/did?’ 

‘Yes. That was about Pat too, if I remember rightly. Well, I am intolerant where her kind is 
concerned. The only other thing is, of course—’ her tone grew more uncertain—‘how far you’re 
willing to risk a very horrid position for yourself if you lost.’ 

‘For me? I don’t stand to lose much more in reputation one way than the other,’ 

‘I wasn’t thinking of your reputation. I was thinking that, if the case is dismissed because there 
were faults on both sides—or whatever the expression is for refusing a divorce—you would still be 
tied to her.’ 

‘There would be a separation, Patricia, whatever the result was.’ 

‘Yes. But you wouldn’t have any—any real freedom.’ 

‘Oh—’ He laughed slightly. ‘You mean—if I wanted to marry again. You needn’t worry about that, 
my dear. I’ve come to the conclusion that—in a rather different sense from Phil Magerton— I’m not 
the marrying sort either. At any rate, I don’t seem to have made much of a success of married life. ’ 



‘Oh, Michael—’ she held his hand rather hard—‘don’t let yourself begin to thing to think on those 
lines. Any failure wasn’t your fault. It was hers.’ 

‘That’s always the easiest explanation, Patricia dear.’ 

‘But you know it’s true!’ 

‘Well,’ he laughed, and unexpectedly ruffled her hair, ‘it’s too late to start apportioning blame at this 
hour of the night. Don’t you think you could get some sleep now?’ 

‘I might.’ She felt less hideously wakeful and worn out now. 

‘Like a hot drink?’ There was an indulgence m his tone which he usually reserved for his mother. 

‘It—isn’t necessary.’ 

He laughed. 

‘But very pleasant, eh?’ he said, as he got up. ‘I shan’t be long.’ 

By the time Michael came back, Patricia was already a little sleepy, but she took the hot drink and 
smiled at him gratefully. 

‘Feeling better?’ 

‘Lots, thank you.’ 

‘And you won’t cry any more?’ 

‘Oh—no, Michael.’ She laughed rather embarrassedly. ‘I don’t often cry, you know. I’m a bit mad 
with myself fordoing it this time.’ 

‘I know. Don’t think any more about it. Would you like to come motoring with me to-morrow?’ 

‘I’d—love it. Have you got time?’ 

‘It’s Sunday,’ he reminded her. 

‘Yes, but I thought you might have something else you would like to do.’ 

‘No. I should like to go motoring with you.’ 

‘Not just with the idea of cheering me up?’ She smiled at him as she handed back the empty cup. 
There isn’t any real need, you know.’ 

‘Perhaps,’ Michael said, ‘it will have the admirable effect of cheering us both up. Now go to sleep, 
like a good child. Good-night.’‘Good-night,’ Patricia replied—with the pleasant feeling that perhaps 
the world was not such a bad place after all. 




CHAPTER X 


The next day’s outing with Michael proved to be even more delightful than Patricia had expected, 
although, in the end, since Isobel had a bad headache, they were compelled to take Deborah with 
them. 

They had lunch in the garden of an old inn, on the outskirts of Windsor forest, and Deborah had the 
novel pleasure of hearing herself described bythe landlady as ‘a sweet little thing’. 

Patricia saw her looking unusually thoughtful after that, and couldn’t help wondering if she were 
turning over in her mind the possibility that one attracted even more attention by being good than by 
being naughty, If she once got hold of that idea, life should be a great deal simpler for Isobel. 

‘But I’m afraid,’ thought Patricia regretfully, ‘with Isobel it would always be much more fun to be 
naughty.’ 

Afterwards they strolled in the forest, where the sunlight, streaming through the trees, made a 
moving pattern of light and shade on the worn paths and the piles of brown leaf-mould which still 
lingered from last autumn. 

Deborah ran ahead most of the time, coming back to them at intervals to report on some fresh 
discovery. 

‘It’s lovely here, Michael. I’m so glad you thought of coming.’ Patricia slipped her arm into his quite 
naturally. 

He smiled. 

‘We used to live quite near here when I was a boy. At least, I used to spend my holidays near here, 
when I came home from boarding-school. I often spent whole days in the woods. I don’t know what 
suddenly made me think last night that I would like to come back. Perhaps it’s always remained in 
my mind as the really carefree and peaceful place, and so I—thought you would like it to-day.’ 

She gave his arm a grateful little squeeze, and then turned her attention to some inquiry of 
Deborah’s. But she was really thinking how extraordinarily nice it was of Michael to bother about her 
peace of mind at a time when his own must be so seriously disturbed. 

On the way home, Deborah fell fast asleep between them and they had some opportunity of 
talking of their own affairs. 

It was some little while, however, before either of them spoke. The silence was companionable, 
rather than strained, and when Patricia finally did break it, it was only to murmur with a contented 
sigh: 



‘It’s been beautiful, Michael.’ 


‘I’m so glad. I liked it too.’ 

‘Rather the “peace after the storm” effect,’ she confessed, with a rueful smile. 

He didn’t answer that, but gave her a kindly glance, of which she was very well aware. 

‘Still of the same opinion about our discussion last night?’ he inquired presently, looking ahead 
down the road as though he were specially intent on his driving. 

To contest the divorce suit and bring a counter-claim, you mean?’ 

‘Urn—hm.’ 

‘Michael, yes. At least, so far as I am concerned. It’s for you to decide your own position.’ 

‘I want whatever is best for you,’ he said quietly. 

‘But that’s awfully nice of you, Michael. Only it’s not the wisest way to run your life,’ she protested 
with a smile. ‘Don’t take some decision you’ll regret, simply because of the views of someone you 
—well, you may hardly see again when this is all over.’ 

‘Don’t be absurd,’ he said without heat. ‘Of course I shall see you again. It isn’t a question of 
viewpoint. It’s a question of having got you into a pretty unenviable position. Naturally I want the best 
way out for you.’ 

‘Oh, I see. But I did come into this of my own free will, you know.’ She smiled again. ‘You haven’t 
any reason to reproach yourself.’ 

‘Hm. Exact division of responsibility, eh?’ 

‘I think so.’ 

‘Very well.’ He smiled too then. ‘It’s agreed—from both points of view—that I contest the divorce. I 
shall go and see Pat this evening,’ he added, almost in the same breath. 

‘This evening?’ 

‘Certainly. There’s no point in waiting, is there? And she had better know my decision as soon as 
possible.’ 

‘Yes, of course. You’re right.’ Patricia admitted the logic of that, while she hardly relished the 
sensation that a disagreeable crisis was very close upon them. The day in the woods with Michael 
and Deborah had been only a very pleasant, very short interlude, and now one must come to earth 
again. 

When they reached home, a sleepy, rather cross Deborah was handed over to Susan, who 
undertook to give her her supper and put her to bed, since Isobel was still unwell. Mrs. Hamby was 



reported to be a little better again, but asleep at the moment. And so Michael and Patricia went 
straight in to a tete-a-tete dinner—the first they had had since this strange affair had started. 

As they sat opposite each other at the polished table, where the candle-light was mirrored in a soft 
and kindly glow, Patricia thought a little wistfully how pleasant this life was. 

Well, she had been very lucky to have it for so long. Now it was time to face the future without self- 
pity. 

After dinner, Michael made no further reference to going to see his wife. But he left Patricia as 
soon as he had finished his coffee, and a few minutes later she heard the car driving away from the 
house. 

After a while Patricia picked up a book, but before her attention, was really fixed on it, Susan 
came into the room. She smiled in that grim way of hers and said: ‘Miss Deborah seems to have 
enjoyed herself very much.’ 

‘Yes.’ Patricia put down her book and smiled too. 

‘I think she did. She’s rather a dear little thing, really.’ 

‘Well, I don’t know that I’d call her that.’ Susan smiled dryly. ‘She’s interesting. In some ways she 
reminds me of Madame.’ Susan often called Mrs. Harnby ‘Madame’ still. 

‘Of Mrs. Hamby?’ Patricia laughed. ‘I can’t say I can see much likeness. Mrs. Harnby’s so tactful 
and I should think she is very sweet-tempered. Whereas young Deborah could hardly be called 
either.’ 

‘Oh no, I’ll grant you that.’ Susan laughed shortly too at the idea of crediting Deborah with tact. ‘But 
they have the same sort of determination. You wouldn’t believe how obstinate Mrs. Harnby can be. 
Always sweet and charming about it, of course, but I’ve almost never, seen her fail to get her own 
way in the end.’ Susan said this with a sort of triumphant complacency, as though she shared 
personally in Mrs. Harnby’s achieving her own ends. ‘Now you watch Miss Deborah when you think 
you’ve flummoxed her. She just thinks it all out again—you can see it in her little face—and all she’s 
busy about is the question of how she’s going to get what she wants a different way.’ 

‘Ye—es.’ Patricia smiled reflectively. ‘That’s true.’ 

‘And if they’re fond of you, you can do almost anything with them—both of them.’ 

‘Do you think so?’ Patricia’s mind was still very much on Deborah, and she felt doubtful of the truth 
of this. 

‘Think it? I know it,’ Susan assured her scornfully. ‘Have you never noticed that Miss Deborah will 
do most things for you, if you go about it the right way? She’s very fond of you.’ 

‘Do you think so?’ Patricia repeated, but in quite a different tone this time, because she felt rather 
absurdly gratified. 



‘Oh yes. She told me so herself to-night, when I was putting her to bed, as a matter of fact. ’ 

‘Did she?’ Patricia smiled with genuine pleasure. 

‘So that’s why she obeys me rather more than half the time,’ is it?’ 

‘Oh yes. And Mrs. Harnby’s the same.’ Susan preferred to talk about her. ‘If she likes you, you can 
do pretty nearly whatever you want with her. Though of course if she doesn’t like you’—Susan 
chuckled—‘it’s rather a different matter.’ 

‘She’s terribly fond of Michael, isn’t she?’ Patricia said reflectively. 

‘Yes. And he deserves it. He’s a good boy,’ Susan said, as though Michael had only just taken to 
long trousers. 

She went off again after that, leaving Patricia to reflect amusedly on these comments, and to feel a 
certain amount of good-natured envy of the lucky Susan, who would presumably spend most of her 
life in the service of this likeable family. 

It was after ten by the time Michael came in, and Patricia saw at once from his expression that the 
interview had not gone particularly well. 

He nodded to her almost casually, and sat down in the chair opposite her, feeling rather absently 
for his cigarette case, as he did so. 

She struck a light for him, and he said, ‘Oh—thanks,’—but still absently. 

Patricia saw that, if she wanted her curiosity satisfied, she would have to open the subject herself. 

‘Well, did she—take it badly?’ 

The idea of a contested suit, you mean?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘She’s very reluctant to “take” the idea at all, Patricia. She had another suggestion to put forward.’ 

‘Had she?’ Patricia was surprised. 

‘Yes. She suggested that / might like to divorce her, without her contesting the suit. Provided, of 
course, I made it worth her while.’ 

‘Michael! It’s the rankest blackmail!’ 

‘Yes, I know.’ He frowned impatiently and knocked the ash off his cigarette with unnecessary 
violence. 

There are, however, some distinct advantages to it.’ 


To being blackmailed?’ 



‘If you insist on calling it that—yes.’ She saw he was not in the best of tempers. ‘If I divorce Pat, 
there is no question of your coming into the business at all, no necessity for our rather—piquant 
escapade coming to light, and it incidentally provides a much less painful explanation for Mother.’ 

There was a silence while Patricia considered this. 

‘How much does she want for being so accommodating?’ she inquired at last. ‘A life pension?’ 

‘No.’ He was remarkably curt. ‘A lump sum. And I see no reason for your knowing the amount. ’ 

‘Very well.’ Patricia shrugged. She looked across at him, as he sat there still frowning. ‘What did 
you say you would do?’ 

That I would think it over, of course. One doesn’t decide on a proposition like that in the first 
moment.’ 

‘No, of course not.’ 

Again there was a silence, while she too tried to view the matter impartially. 

‘It’s still a case of her profiting outrageously,’ she burst out at last. ‘When, all the time, each one of 
us knows that she was the only one who really behaved badly.’ 

‘On the other hand,’ Michael explained dryly, ‘as she herself says, she has to live on something 
and—’ 


‘She seems to have lived remarkably well on her wits, up to now,’ Patricia interrupted caustically. ‘I 
don’t think you need expend much pity on her situation.’ 

‘It isn’t a question of pity,’ he said in that rather expressionless way he used when he was moved. 
‘She is—or she was—my wife, however you care to look at it. I can’t feel quite indifferent to what 
happens to her, and I suppose whichever way we tackle this confounded and much-discussed 
divorce, I should still feel bound to—protect her from absolute want.’ 

‘Would you really?’ Patricia said. And then hoped she hadn’t sounded too callous. It was useless 
—and perhaps would be ungenerous—even to try to point out that Pat was admirably equipped for 
protecting herself from absolute want. 

‘Well, Michael—’ Patricia got up and, coming over to him, put her hand on his shoulder—’it 
certainly isn’t for me to urge you to take a more ungenerous view of things. This part of the affair is 
your own business. I expect I’ve interfered more than I should, as it is, but I didn’t like the idea of your 
being exploited, when I felt sure you have been at least as good to her as you have to me. Don’t 
think I’m being spiteful if I do point out one more thing .’ 

‘And that is?’ 


‘That she could quite easily take the money as soon as the decree had been pronounced—for I 
think she will want the best part of her profits at that point—and then raise her price pretty steeply, 



with the threat that she could wreck the case before the decree was made absolute.’ 


His shoulder moved slightly under her hand. ‘Had you thought of that?’ 

‘Oh, yes.’ He gave a slight, rather bitter laugh. ‘You and I are becoming well versed in the 
complications of the divorce laws. I had thought of that, and if you want me to be candid, that was 
what made me hesitate.’ 

‘You mean that you—you’re afraid she is quite capable of that?’ Patricia spoke a little diffidently, 
because she felt a sudden distaste for running down another woman so thoroughly, even when she 
felt perfectly sure she was doing her no less than justice. 

‘My dear—’ Michael patted her hand, and stood up in his turn—‘I know she’s capable of that. I 
would have knocked down anyone who suggested it a month ago, but’—he shrugged—‘that was a 
month ago. One can learn a great deal in a month.’ 

Patricia bit her lip. 

‘It isn’t only what I’ve said, is it?’ 

‘You? Good heavens no, Patricia. It’s nearly all what Pat herself has said,’ he explained extremely 
dryly. 

‘And yet you want to be—generous?’ She glanced at him curiously. 

‘I’m not sure that I’d call it generosity,’ He smiled slightly. ‘If ever I do have a chance of putting this 
damned business behind me, I’d like to feel that at least I’d done my best over it. That I didn’t take all 
I could in the beginning, and slip out of all I could in the end. That’s all.’ 

‘I see. It’s queer, Michael—’ she spoke slowly—‘it hasn’t embittered you at all.’ 

He laughed. 

‘I hope not,’ he said, rather lightly for him. ‘It’s only given me a marked distaste for marriage or 
anything to do with it.’ 

If Michael had finally made up his mind the next morning, he said nothing to Patricia about it, and 
conversation at breakfast was more or less confined to inquiries after Isobel’s health, and Isobel’s 
own somewhat exhaustive questioning of what they and her darling had done the previous day. 

It was a not very satisfactory day, Patricia thought. The kind of day when you started to do 
something with enthusiasm—and then found yourself thinking so hard about something else that you 
had almost forgotten what it was you had started on. The‘something else’ invariably of course 
turned out to be Pat and the pressure she was putting upon Michael. 

Well, it was no good worrying about it. The whole thing was something for him to decide, and 
whatever he decided, there would soon be an end to this pleasant, happy existence in Mrs. Harnby’s 
house. No more long talks with Michael, no more hot drinks brought by a smiling, indulgent Michael, 
no more outings with Michael in the car. Strange how Michael entered into everything, and how great 



the gap would be when she went out of Michael’s life. 


‘Habit is an extraordinary thing,’ Patricia muttered to herself. And then she found herself wondering 
if all this were a habit that Michael too would regret. On the whole, she thought not. The times when 
he looked most carefree and happy were when he spoke of being free of this whole unfortunate 
muddle. And, if he meant primarily his entanglement with Pat, undoubtedly she herself was an 
integral part of the whole thing. 

This time Patricia was so deep in her own thoughts that she even failed to notice the sound of the 
front-door bell. The first warning of drama which she had was the appearance of the ever polite 
Julia. 

‘Madam, it’s the lady who came about the charity subscription once before. She wouldn’t give her 
name, you remember.’ 

‘Charity subscription?’ Patricia looked blank, though she felt instinctively that she knew who it was. 

‘Yes, madam. Mrs. Harnby told me afterwards that you said that was what she wanted.’ 

Of course! Patricia remembered her hastily concocted story now. Then it was Pat—here again 
—and on no good errand, she felt sure. Not all. Julia’s excellent training could hide the fact that she 
felt extremely curious about something, and Patricia said hastily: 

‘Show her in, Julia,’ And she added with what she hoped was a perfectly natural air, ‘It’s possible 
she will stay and have a cup of tea. Have it ready, will you? I don’t expect she would want to wait 
about.’ 

‘Yes, madam.’ With every appearance of having taken Patricia’s air of mild interest at its face 
value, Julia withdrew. And a moment, later she returned with Pat. 

This time Pat was wearing a simply cut blue crepe frock, the colour of her eyes, and the short 
jacket of perfectly matched smoky fox struck a note of absolute and expensive simplicity. There was 
not an extra line or fold or frill anywhere. She might have been a mannequin; judging by the 
perfection of her figure or, indeed, the coolly impersonal glance with which she regarded Patricia. 

This time Patricia decided to cut the farce of polite greeting and cigarette-smoking. As the door 
closed behind Julia, she inquired curtly: 

‘Well, what is it this time?’ 

Pat, however, was a great deal better at this sort of thing than she was. 

‘You don’t seem exactly pleased to see me,’ she remarked, taking the seat which Patricia had not 
offered her. 

‘Did you expect me to be pleased?’ 

‘Not exactly. Though you could afford to be generous, you know. After all, your star is in the 
ascendant, while mine’—she smiled with slight but unmistakable malice—‘could be said to be 



setting.’ 


Patricia didn’t bother to analyse that. She said dryly: 

‘I don’t imagine you came here to discuss stars—either rising or setting.’ 

‘Well, no. It was something rather more practical, of course. The question of a small settlement, in 
fact.’ 

‘If you’re talking of the amount of blackmail you are levying on Michael, I’m afraid—’ 

The girl interrupted with a cool, amused little laugh. 

‘You do dislike me, don’t you? Doesn’t your fiance mind your championing dear Michael in this 
fierce, protective manner?’ 

‘Myfiance? Oh—’ For a moment Patricia couldn’t think of a retort to that, and her voice trailed 
away. 

Her visitor laughed again in that cool, scornful way. 

‘Ah, I thought there wasn’t very much in the fiance story, somehow.’ 

For the life of her, Patricia could not bring herself to insist that there was and had been a fiance in 
all reality. And as she stood there in helpless silence, Michael’s wife went on—as though there was 
not even any need for Patricia to deny or confirm her guess. 

‘Well, it isn’t very hard to see who intends to be the next Mrs. Harnby. I don’t altogether blame you, 
for if the story you told me was even half true, Michael must have seemed the answer to an 
unemployed girl’s prayer. You’d have been a fool not to use your chance. But—’ 

‘I suppose,’ interrupted Patricia coldly, now that she had regained her control, ‘it is a waste of time 
to tell you that you have that all wrong, and that you are merely judging me by what you yourself would 
have done in the circumstances. For what it is worth, I assure you that I am not going to be the next 
Mrs. Harnby, and I don’t wish to be.’ 

There was a queer little silence. And then Patricia found herself wondering, with incredibly cool 
detachment, which of them discovered first that the last statement was a lie. 

Not an intentional lie. Just one of those foregone conclusions which remained facts until you put 
them into words—and then were exposed as the most ridiculous of fallacies. 

How had it been possible to assert so positively that she had no wish to be Michael’s wife? How 
had it been possible even to think it? 

Of course she wanted it. Of course anyone would, thought Patricia rather absurdly in that moment. 

That was why she had so hated the idea of leaving the pleasant life here—why she had told 
herself that she so much loved being one of a family again. That was also why she had fought with 



such personal, angry determination against the idea of anyone being allowed to exploit Michael. 


She didn’t want to leave him. She didn’t want him to come to any harm. She loved him. Not for the 
comfort and kindliness and security with which he surrounded her. But—because he was Michael. 
Utterly, utterly different from Phil, who had fascinated, intrigued, and faintly shocked her. But just—oh, 
everything one wanted, in this difficult and sometimes frightening world. 

With the uncanny feeling that her self-discovery must be written in her eyes, Patricia turned away 
and pretended, with ridiculous inappropriateness, to be straightening something on Michael’s desk. 
She could not possibly have said how long the silence had lasted. Only a few seconds probably, but 
it seemed like ten minutes—or an hour—or whatever was necessary to discover the whole 
astonishing truth about oneself. 

Then Michael’s wife said dryly: 

‘You won’t think me a sceptic if I don’t altogether believe you, will you? But, in any case, what 
Michael does after I have finished with him is no concern of mine. I’m even willing to wish you luck, 
as one hard-pressed woman to another. But while he and I are settling the terms on which we should 
separate, I suggest that you should stand down as gracefully as I intend to when your turn comes.’ 

Patricia passed her tongue over rather dry lips. 

‘I have nothing to do with Michael’s decision on such a matter. Believe me, I—’ 

She turned sharply as Julia came quietly into the room again. 

‘Madam—’ She came over to Patricia and spoke in a low voice. ‘I’m sorry to trouble you, but Mrs. 
Harnby asked if you could very kindly go to her for a few minutes.’ 

‘At this moment, Julia? I can’t. I’m—engaged.’ 

‘I told Mrs. Harnby that, madam, and she said she won’t keep you more than a minute or two, and 
it seems something she wants right away.’ 

Patricia gave a distracted glance at herself in the mirror. No, she didn’t look particularly upset, 
though the thought of facing Mrs. Harnby’s shrewd glance made her throat constrict. Why on earth 
did she have to choose this moment? 

Glancing over at her visitor, Patricia saw that she was faintly amused by the interruption at this 
point, but had no intention of closing the discussion until she had said all she had come to say. 

‘Julia, bring Mrs.—er—some tea, will you?’ She saw Pat’s eyes gleam amusedly at the diplomatic 
murmur which filled in the space where her name should have come. ‘Will you please excuse me for 
five minutes?’ She hoped that sounded to Julia’s ears like any conventional excuse to any ordinary 
visitor. 

‘Of course.’ Pat took out her cigarette case, with every appearance of making herself at home 
until her hostess returned. ‘Please don’t hurry,’ she added, with what might have been politeness or 
malice. And Patricia went hastily upstairs to see what Mrs. Harnby wanted. 



When she came into the room, her mother-in-law (no! Pat’s mother-in-law) was sitting up in bed 
with an air of energy and anticipation completely at variance with the fact that she was very ill. 
Whatever it was that had prompted her summons to Patricia, it was nothing unpleasant, evidently. 

‘What did you want with me, Mrs. Harnby?’ Patricia smiled at her, in spite of herself—and also a 
little to cover any signs of agitation that there might be in her manner. 

But whatever effort she made was apparently not quite successful, because Mrs. Harnby got no 
further than, I'm so sorry, Patricia, dear,’ before she broke off and exclaimed: 

‘My dear, what is the matter?’ 

‘Matter?’ Patricia felt herself stiffen. ‘Why nothing.’ 

‘Dear child, it’s too absurd of you to say that.’ Mrs. Harnby was agreeable but firm. ‘You always 
say “nothing” when I ask you, and yet quite obviously you aren’t the kind of girl to look worried and 
agitated about “nothing”.’ 

Patricia managed to laugh. 

‘Do I look worried and agitated?’ 

‘You do. You look just as worried and agitated as you did when this—charity organiser, or 
whatever she is, called before. I don’t think requests for charity should trouble you quite so much.’ 

Patricia looked at her in fascinated astonishment. 

‘Now don’t try to look blank or repeat what I say in a convincingly astonished tone.’ Mrs. Harnby 
was still smiling, but still firm. ‘That’s quite a worn-out device, and never convinces a stage person in 
any case. We’ve all seen it done well much too often.’ 

‘But how,’ Patricia said slowly, ‘did you know—she had called again?’ 

‘Julia told me.’ 

‘Julia?’ Patricia flushed annoyedly; She had no idea the girl was so little able to mind her own 
business. 

However, Mrs. Harnby apparently interpreted the flush correctly, because she said at once: 

‘You mustn’t blame Julia. I told her to let me know if this—person came again.’ 

‘You did? But—why?’ 

‘Why?’ Mrs. Harnby opened her manicure case which was lying on the counterpane and 
thoughtfully selected a buffer for her nails. ‘Because, darling, I don’t like this charity collector of 
yours.’ She began to polish her nails with considerable calm. ‘It has even occurred to me that she is 
not a charity collector after all.’ 



Patricia sat down slowly on the side of the bed, still wordless, still unable to keep from watching 
Mrs. Harnby’s every movement. 


‘I suppose,’ Mrs. Harnby looked up suddenly with an innocently thoughtful air,‘I suppose she 
doesn’t happen to be Michael’s wife—putting in an appearance at an awkward moment—does 
she?’ 



CHAPTER XI 


Patricia could never had said afterwards which was the more astonishing—Mrs. Harnby’s 
magnificent guess, or her own reaction. 

For a moment she stared at Michael’s mother in silence. Then, putting her head down against her, 
she began to cry. 

‘Now, darling,’ Mrs. Harnby patted her head and kissed her. ‘There’s nothing to cry about. I knew 
you weren’t his wife almost from the beginning. Only the girl he ought to have married.’ 

‘No,’ sobbed Patricia, ‘I—I’m not that either.’ 

‘Well, well, I don’t know that you’re necessarily the best judge of that. But I think you had better tell 
me all about it. I suppose she’s quite unsuitable and that you and Michael met on the boat and fell for 
each other.’ 

‘Oh no,’ Patricia explained earnestly. ‘It was nothing like that at all. It—it was because of you.’ 

‘Because of me! Dear me, what have I to do with this business?’ 

‘Well, you see, she’d left Michael, and he thought you would be unhappy and horrified at the idea 
of his married life being an awful failure that it would simply spoil—spoil—’ 

‘My last hours?’ 

Patricia hugged her silently. 

‘So he acquired a substitute?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘You must have known each other very well to be able to work out such a risky plan.’ 

‘No,’ Patricia confessed in a low voice. ‘No, we’d only met that day.’ And once more she gave an 
account of how she and Michael had come to arrange the deception. 

‘Very absurd and melodramatic,’ declared Mrs. Harnby when she had heard the whole story. But 
Patricia had an idea that she derived some obscure form of pleasure from it for that very reason. 

‘I suppose it was,’ she admitted humbly. 

‘Exactly like Michael, of course,’ mused his mother. 

‘Perfectly certain that I needed protecting, when all the time he could have done very well with 
some protection by me. All this ridiculous complication of saving people’s feelings, and no regard 



for his own. Or yours either, poor child,’ she added after a moment’s thought. 


‘Oh—’ Patricia smiled faintly—‘I was all right really, and—’ 

Then why did you cry, as soon as you were found out?’ demanded Mrs. Harnby promptly. 

‘Because of the relief, J think,’ Patricia said honestly. ‘And partly the sheerest surprise that you 
could possibly guess.’ 

‘Why? Do I look a stupid woman?’ 

Patricia hugged her again. 

‘No. You look and sound and are most adorably wise,’ she said. ‘Only how did you guess?’ 

‘First because you were not in the smallest, degree like anything I had been led to expect. I know 
most men describe women badly, and Michael is no exception, but from everything he had written, 
both directly and indirectly, I knew I should detest his wife. And I liked you on sight.’ 

Patricia smiled gratefully. 

Then there was the question of the letters,’ Mrs. Harnby went on. 

The letters?’ 

‘Yes, yes. You were not the kind of girl to ignore your husband’s mother entirely. You were so 
appalled at the idea that you even insisted on inventing a letter which had never reached me. Now I 
have a great respect for the postal system, Patricia—What, is your name, by the way, child?’ 

‘It is Patricia. That was what first gave us the idea.’ 

‘I see. Well, remember, Patricia, that letters very, very seldom go astray. The chances against the 
one and only important one doing so are infinitesimal. In fiction one may accept that explanation for 
anything that happens. In real life it very seldom does happen. That, and the fact that you were 
completely untrue to type nearly all the time, made me suspicious from the first.’ 

‘I see. I had no idea I did it so badly.’ Patricia was faintly chagrined. 

‘You needn’t be sorry about it, my dear. The fact was that you just hadn’t got it in you to be a most 
unpleasant young woman. And another thing was that Michael regarded you quite differently from the 
way he regarded the woman he wrote about. At a guess, I should say he didn’t understand her 
particularly well. He was in some indefinable way awed by her. Whereas with you, not only was he 
quite unawed, but you were not the kind to inspire awe in anyone. One might love you—in fact, 
anyone with good taste most certainly would. But no one would ever be scared by you.’ 

Patricia laughed outright. 

‘And do you mean to say that, all the time we were thinking out the best way of keeping you in the 
dark and protecting you from the unpleasant truth, you were calmly working out the situation for 



yourself?’ 


Mrs. Harnby smiled in a way that suddenly reminded Patricia of Susan’s remark that she had 
something in common with Deborah. 

‘Icouldn’t force your confidence, Patricia—or Michael’s either. But that was no reason why I 
shouldn’t indulge in a few mild guesses, on my own. As you see, I was wrong in several details, but 
in the central fact I was right. And’—she smiled with charming complacence which was quite 
inoffensive—‘my vanity entirely forbids me to believe that I shouldn’t have guessed it, even if I had 
been dying. Now you had better tell me about the young woman downstairs.’ 

‘Oh! I’d forgotten all about her.’ Patricia was horrified. 

‘Well, I don’t know that she is of so much importance that you need agitate yourself over that. ’ Mrs. 
Harnby was refreshingly determined to regard Michael’s real wife as a detail. ‘But let us do the poor 
creature justice. Is she overcome with remorse and trying to persuade Michael to take her back?’ 

‘No.’ Patricia was glad she could be quite positive about that. ‘No, I don’t think remorse enters into 
it at all. I’m afraid the real truth is that the—the Marseilles incident proved a great disappointment in 
some way or another, and so she came back to see what she could get out of Michael. She had 
arranged to meet Michael. But, in the end, she came here herself. At first she proposed to divorce 
him on—on account of me and the situation here. But lately she had offered to let Michael divorce 
her, provided he—he—’ 

‘Makes it worth her while?’ 

‘Well, she doesn’t call it that, of course. She talks about having to live on something, and Michael 
takes the view that he has some sort of responsibility towards her.’ 

‘Ridiculous,’ observed Michael’s mother without passion. ‘She sounds a most unlikeable addition 
to the family. I think, my dear, you had better bring her up here to me. She is obviously quite beyond 
the management of you two.’ 

‘Bring her up here?’ Patricia was horrified. ‘But I couldn’t possibly.’ 

‘Why not?’ Mrs. Harnby continued to polish her nails in an extremely unruffled manner. 

‘Why, you know I can’t. You aren’t supposed to have any exciting scenes or—’ 

‘Who says I am going to be excited? I assure you I have every intention of remaining calm. Up to 
now you have been a great deal more excited than I have, if I may say so.’ 

‘I know.’ Patricia was contrite. ‘I’m awfully sorry to have cried and made a scene. I didn’t mean to. 
But that’s something quite different from the kind of hateful thing she would stage. You can’t imagine 
the kind of person she is. She—’ 

‘I can imagine perfectly well what kind of person she is, darling. And believe me, it would be far 
from the first time I have had to tackle her type. Now run along and fetch her, there’s a good child.’ 



Michael will be furious,’ pleaded Patricia, as a final resort. 


Then Michael must learn to have a little more sense,’ declared Michael’s mother firmly. ‘He ought 
to know by now that when I say I want a thing, I intend to have it.’ 

There was nothing else that one could argue then, of course. And, vanquished—though hardly 
reassured— Patricia went slowly out of the room and down the stairs. 

She found her visitor waiting for her still, with an air of faintly annoyed boredom. Pat evidently 
considered that the ‘few minutes’ which Patricia had requested had been extended inexcusably far. 

‘Hello.’ She eyed Patricia a little contemptuously. ‘I thought you had run away altogether.’ 

‘No,’ Patricia said. ‘No, I didn’t feel like running away. Would you come upstairs with me? 
Michael’s mother would like to meet you.’ 

‘Michael’s mother? What does she want with me?’ The cold blue eyes narrowed rather, and her air 
of resentment was not without a certain nervousness. 

‘I have no idea,’ Patricia said coolly, and with truth. 

‘I suppose she thought she would like to meet her son’s wife.’ 

‘You mean she—knows who I am?’ 

‘Oh, certainly.’ 

‘How did she know?’ 

‘I told her,’ Patricia said, with an air of composure which was entirely spurious. 

‘You—told her?’ 

It was perfectly obvious that Pat was puzzled and even uneasy at the new turn of events. But she 
recovered herself with remarkable rapidity—perhaps because her particularly way of life demanded 
that one should never be nonplussed for long. 

‘Very well.’ She stood up, shrugging her beautiful little fur jacket into position. ‘Let’s go and pay 
this call on my charming mamma-in-law.’ 

Patricia led the way without a word. And when they reached the bedroom, she took her cue from 
Mrs. Harnby’s own pleasant and disarming smile of greeting. 

This is, Pat, Mrs. Harnby. Michael’s wife.’ 

‘Come in, my dear.’ Mrs. Harnby held out her hand. ‘You’ve been a long time making up your mind 
to come and see me.’ 


The girl came forward, ignoring the outstretched hand. 



‘I don’t know that I made up my mind exactly to it even now,’ she said. ‘Why did you send for me?’ 

‘Don’t you think it’s very natural to want to see you?’ 

Mrs. Hamby, Patricia saw, was very much more at ease than her visitor. 

‘Well—no.’ 

‘But of course I was interested. Do you know, Michael’s told me almost nothing about the world 
tour you did together. And it must have been more than interesting. And then Michael’s always so 
generous. I’m sure he gave you some lovely presents too. That coat, for instance?’ 

‘Well—’ the girl made no attempt to hide her hostility by now—‘and what of it if he did give me the 
coat? Why shouldn’t he? If he’s my husband, he must expect—’ 

‘But,’ Mrs. Harnby said gently, almost regretfully, ‘he is not your husband, is he?’ 

Patricia gave a gasp. But it was nothing to the way the other girl caught her breath. 

‘I suppose,’ Mrs. Harnby went on smoothly, ‘your husband was the man who joined the boat at Port 
Said or Malta or wherever it was, and insisted on your leaving it with him at Marseilles. It must have 
been terribly aggravating to have to leave such a good “scoop” as Michael. But then there iaqs your 
husband’s point of view, and I think, in your way, you are fond of him, aren’t you?’ 

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about!’ The girl was white and angry, and there was nothing of the 
usual slow deliberation about her speech. 

‘Oh yes, you do.’ Mrs. Harnby’s tone was almost coaxing in its pleasant insistence. ‘You know 
quite well what I am talking about. What you don’t know is how I found out, isn’t it?’ 

She raised her eyes suddenly and looked full at Pat. There was nothing smiling or secretive about 
them now. They were cool and shrewd and exceedingly difficult to meet. For a moment the girl 
stared at her in brazen defiance. Then her own gaze wavered and fell. 

Mrs. Harnby laughed softly, but still very, very agreeably. 

‘You see? Now you mustn’t be angry with yourself for giving yourself away. You and your husband 
have done very well out of Michael—you particularly. One might almost call it legitimate gold¬ 
digging. But—’ suddenly her manner was cold, instead of cool—‘when it comes to bigamy and 
something very much like blackmail, you’re putting yourself in a very, very awkward position. Had 
you thought of that?’ 

The girl passed the tip of her tongue over her very red lips. 

‘Why couldn’t Michael say all this for himself?’ she began furiously. 

‘Perhaps I thought I could say it better for him.’ 


Anyway I deny it absolutely. It’s a lot of nonsense,’ 



‘My dear,’ Mrs. Harnbysaid good-naturedly, ‘I don’t expect you to admit it, in so many words. I only 
advise you to go home and talk it over with your husband. I thing you will both see that, if you come 
out of this without a criminal charge against you, you will be singularly fortunate.’ 

The girl gave a furious little exclamation. 

‘I suppose—’ she shot a vicious glance at Patricia—I suppose she’s been your little tame spy?’ 

‘Patricia?’ Mrs. Hamby looked genuinely surprised. ‘Oh, dear me, no. I had no need of Patricia’s 
assistance in this.’ 

‘Well, you had to have some one. I don’t see how a sick, bedridden old woman could go nosing all 
that out for herself.’ 

Mrs. Hamby sat up rather straight. She was not beautiful, but she dominated the room. 

‘My dear, I have seen a great many women in my time who were living on their wits. One comes to 
recognise them at sight, you know. Some of them have to do it. Some of them do it because there is 
a thrill in it. And some of them do it because they are too lazy or dishonest to do anything else. I 
don’t know which you are, and I really don’t care. I only know that I don’t intend you to make any more 
out of my son. There really isn’t anything else we can have to say to each other, you and I, except’— 
and she smiled with something like mischief—‘that I can assure you, when you have reached my 
age, you will be very much surprised if anyone describes you as an old woman. Patricia dear, 
perhaps you would show our visitor downstairs.’ 

In silence Patricia went over and held open the door. For a moment she thought the other girl was 
going to burst out into some furious tirade. But evidently she saw the futility of it, and—in silence 
also—she preceded Patricia out of the room. 

Even on the way downstairs they said nothing to each other. Only when they were in the hall, she 
turned on Patricia with a furious curiosity beyond her control, and shot at her the one question: 

‘How did she know?’ 

‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that,’ Patricia said, with absolute truth. 

And then she showed her visitor out, overwhelmed suddenly by the enchanting realisation that she 
was showing her out of their lives too. 

The moment the front door was closed, Patricia fled upstairs again, and into Mrs. Hamby’s room. 

She found Michael’s mother continuing her interrupted manicure, and she stood before her almost 
trembling with the excitement of putting the very question which had caused such furious doubt in 
their visitor’s mind. 

‘Mrs. Harnby, how did you know?’ 

‘I didn’t, my dear,’ Mrs. Harnby assured her coolly. ‘I merely employed the oldest trick in the world. I 
drew a bow at a venture—but I drew it with absolute confidence. It never succeeds without that.’ 



But what gave you the idea ? It was one chance in a million that you were right!’ 


‘Oh no, Patricia.’ Mrs. Harnby laughed. ‘One chance in two. Didn’t you think there was anything 
fishy about her story?’ 

‘I—I never thought of it that way at all;’ Patricia confessed. ‘I just took it for granted that the story 
Michael told me was correct.’ 

‘Urn—hm.’ Mrs. Harnby looked thoughtful. ‘Michael has been very stupid over this too. But then I 
suppose he was blinded by infatuation at first, and by anxiety later. You weren’t, Patricia—’ she gave 
Patricia a severe look—‘you ought to have jumped to the right conclusion more quickly.’ 

‘But what conclusion?’ Patricia came and sat on the side of the bed, smiling at Mrs. Harnby, 
amused and intrigued beyond expression. 

‘Well, first, does that young woman strike you as the kind of person who would fall a victim to a 
violent passion—even on board ship? Such a violent passion, mind you, that she leaves a rich, 
devoted, and indulgent husband?’ 

‘N—no, I suppose not,’ Patricia admitted. ‘I just thought he was an even better proposition than 
Michael.’ 

‘When she left him again within a few hours—or days?’ 

‘Well, I supposed she found she had made a mistake.’ 

Mrs. Harnby shook her head amusedly. 

‘Women of that sort make much more sure of their jumps than that. It was possible that she 
blundered, of course, but, in that case, she took a suspiciously short time to decide that there was 
nothing to be had by staying with him. No, no; really the most likely explanation was neither sudden 
passion nor the belief that she had found a better proposition than Michael, but’ simply that he had 
some authority with her or hold over her.’ 

‘But it’s all pure conjecture,’ protested Patricia. 

‘Of course it’s pure conjecture.’ Mrs. Harnby smiled. ‘How do you suppose one could deal with a 
young woman of that sort if one waited for confirmation of all one’s suspicions? People who live by 
bluff, darling, are usually only tripped up by bluff. Besides, you know, there was more than that to go 
on.’ 

‘Was there?’ Patricia looked at her with affectionate amusement. ‘You mean the fact that she 
turned up again?’ 

The fact that she turned up here, my dear. If she was simply the prodigal wife returning, then the 
obvious thing was to meet Michael as he had arranged. But she didn’t. She came to the house, at a 
time when she knew he was almost bound to be out.’ 



‘But’—Patricia looked doubtful—‘I don’t think she knew about me. Really I don’t. She seemed so 
absolutely stunned at finding me here.’ 

‘Oh no, of course she didn’t know about you. She wanted to find out how things were here, and 
she intended to put pressure on Michael through me. Probably that was the husband’s idea, now I 
come to think of it. Poor man—’ Mrs. Harnby looked reflective—‘he really hadn’t had much out of it, 
up to then. No wonder he wanted something in cold cash. Then, when she saw you, she jumped to 
the hasty and almost inevitable conclusion that it would be better to secure a life pension in the form 
of alimony, by divorcing Michael.’ 

‘But she changed her mind, remember.’ 

‘Or else the husband pointed out that the risks were not worth it. I’ve forgotten how many years one 
can get for a conspiracy of that sort, but I feel it must be a discouraging number. She had 
discovered by then that Michael was anxious to keep you out of it. Obviously he would almost 
certainly pay a handsome sum for the privilege of divorcing her, rather than being divorced. Once 
the money had been paid over, the true position could be explained. Michael, with his necessity for 
avoiding publicity, would have to let the matter drop, and they could retire to the Continent at his 
expense. Which would have suited them admirably if—’ Mrs. Harnby smiled reflectively and with 
perhaps pardonable pride—‘if the bedridden old mother hadn’t happened to ask a few awkward 
questions.’ 

Pat laughed delightedly. 

‘It was all ridiculously and gorgeously improbable, but—’ 


‘No, Patricia, not gorgeously improbable. Reasonably possible. Which is a very different thing.’ 

‘Well, even so, it was taking a terrific risk, to accuse her so blandly.’ 

‘My dear, a risk of what?’ 

‘Well, if you were wrong—and I still maintain that the chances were at least three to one that you i/vere 
wrong—you would have—’ 

‘Looked a perfect fool?’ 

To say the least of it.’ 

‘And do you really suppose I wasn’t prepared to take a three to one chance—or a hundred to one 
chance—of looking a perfect fool, if there was a question of Michael’s happiness at stake?’ 

‘Oh—’ Patricia smiled at her suddenly—‘I see. Of course. You were perfectly right to take the 
chance.’ 


The perfect bluffer never thinks, “I should look such a fool if—” He simply thinks, “What have I got to 
lose anyway?” I can’t help thinking,’ Mrs. Harnby added with a reflective and regretful air, ‘that / 



should have been very successful in the gentle art of living on one’s wits, if I hadn’t happened to be 
more or less honest by temperament.’ 

Patricia laughed and kissed her warmly. 

‘You would have been a success at most things,’ she asserted firmly. ‘But most of all as Michael’s 
mother. I think when he comes in, you had better see him right away. You ought to have the honour of 
explaining things yourself. Besides—’ she smiled—‘I think there are a lot of things he wants to tell 
you about his marriage, only he has had to keep them all to himself up to now.’ 

‘I daresay.’ 

‘I’ll send him to you as soon as he comes in.’ 

Mrs. Hamby nodded. 

‘And now, my dear, what about you?’ 

‘A—about me?’ Patricia was taken aback. ‘There’s nothing much to say about me.’ 

‘No? Are you suggesting that you gracefully fade out at this stage?’ 

‘Well—’ Patricia smiled deprecatingly—‘there isn’t very much else left for me to do, is there? It’s 
been lovely while it lasted, in spite of the anxiety. But, in the manner of speaking, it was a job which 
has come to an end now. I’ll have to find a new one, you know.’ 

Mrs. Hamby didn’t comment on that. She simply said bluntly: 

‘Who is Phil?’ 

‘Phil?’ 

‘Yes. The young man who seems to frequent the Zoo.’ 

Patricia laughed vexedly. 

‘You don’t miss very much, do you?’ she said with affectionate admonishment. 

‘Not,’ Mrs. Hamby admitted, ‘if it is put under my nose.’ 

‘Meaning that I rather gave myself away once or twice.’ 

‘Twice,’ was the accurate reply. 

‘Well, he—he’s an old friend of mine.’ 

‘Which do you like better—Phil or Michael?’ 

‘Mrs. Harnby, there isn’t any question of—of comparing the two. At one time Phil and I were 
—were more or less engaged. But there’s nothing like that between Michael and me. He’s simply 



fed up with everything to do with women or—or marriage.’ 


‘And are you fed up with everything to do with men or marriage?’ 

‘Well—no, I wouldn’t say that. Only please don’t run away with the idea that there is anything 
between Michael and me. There isn’t. He’s been a wonderful friend to me, and he was ready to do 
anything he could to protect my reputation. But he understood just as well as I did that, once we were 
able to make explanations to you, this—this business would be over, and I should go away again.’ 

‘I see.’ Mrs. Harnby seemed willing, to let it go at that. ‘So you did propose to explain to me at 
some date or other?’ 

‘Oh yes! Just as soon as you were well enough to stand a—well, a shock.’ 

‘When it was too late to do anything, in fact.’ 

‘We didn’t think of it that way. ’ 

‘No, of course not... Well, I think I must rest for a while now, my dear. And when Michael comes in I 
will explain to him that he is really an extremely fortunate bachelor.’ 

Almost as soon as Patricia had gone downstairs, Michael telephoned to say that he would be late, 
and in the end he came in only just in time for dinner. 

It was impossible to send him upstairs at once, and Patricia had to sit through dinner, seething 
with suppressed excitement, and longing to say—‘Don’t look so tired and worried, Michael. 
Everything is going to be marvellously all right for you!’ 

After dinner Michael went upstairs to his mother’s room, without the need of being told to go, and 
Patricia was left to the desultory conversation of Isobel, and her own excited thoughts. 

Dear, dear Michael! How utterly relieved he would be, once he had recovered from the first shock. 
It would be pretty awful at first, she supposed, learning the truth about his tragic marriage. But his 
feeling about that must have changed so much in the last few weeks that the relief must inevitably 
outweigh the disillusionment. He could start life again in an even more completely free manner than 
he had hoped. It. was not a case of obtaining a divorce on the best terms possible. It was a question 
of simply wiping out that disastrous marriage as though it had never been. 

And he would wipe out everything else connected with it at the same time, of course. He had as 
good as said so. 

‘You know—’ Isobel’s voice broke in on her reflections—‘I think it is almost time that Deborah and I 
went back home. Aunt Leni really does seem to be through the worst part of her illness, and I don’t 
think we shall have much more anxiety about her, bless her. And now that you are here there really 
.isn’t any need for me.’ 

‘Oh, but I shall—’ Patricia stopped herself just in time. Perhaps it was not the moment to start 
explanations to Isobel. So she changed ‘I shall be going almost directly to ‘I shall miss both of you 
very much.’ 



Thank you, Patricia dear. That’s very nice of you. But I hope you’ll be conning to see us in 
Scotland later in the year. Deborah has taken such a fancy to you, you know.’ 

Patricia murmured some suitable acknowledgment of Deborah’s graciousness, and turned with a 
smile to Julia, who had just come in. Whatever Julia had to announce it could not be any further 
appearance of Pat, and that gave one a delightful feeling of freedom and confidence. 

But with the removal of Pat from the list of possible visitors, it seemed one had not removed the 
element of agitating surprise. 

‘There’s a Mr. Magerton to see you, madam,’ Julia explained. ‘I have put him in Mr. Hamby’s’ 
study, as he said he would like to see you privately.’ 



CHAPTER XII 


‘Mr.’ Magerton?’ Patricia heard herself say in the most astonishingly calm voice. ‘Very well, Julia, I’ll 
come.’ 

And then she was crossing the hall to’ Michael’s study, where Phil—of all people—awaited her. 

He was standing when she came into the room, his hands thrust, into the pockets of his dinner 
jacket. But he swung round as soon as he heard her enter, and came eagerly towards her. 

‘Phil—’ From sheer force of habit she held out her hand. ‘What is it? What has brought you here?’ 

‘I wanted to see you. I simply had to see you. Please don’t be angry about my coming.’ 

‘I’m not angry,’ she told him. And then added as an afterthought, ‘And it doesn’t really matter about 
your coming here, because everything has been explained now.’ 

‘About Harnbyand his fictitious marriage, you mean?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Thank heaven for that,’ Phil exclaimed, as though it concerned him. Which, of course, Patricia 
reminded herself, it did not. 

‘Won’t you sit down, Phil?’ He sat down slowly. ‘And won’t you also explain why you’ve come to 
see me? Because there isn’t really much that you and I have to say to each other now, you know.’ 

‘I know you must feel like that. I don’t blame you.’ He spoke with a jerkiness that was unlike his 
usual easy flow of words. ‘But I had to come—principally, I suppose, to apologise. At least, to 
apologise before I did anything, else.’ 

‘To apologise?’ Somehow she couldn’t imagine Phil in an apologetic mood. ‘For what? Oh, I see. 
For what happened last time we met.’ 

‘Yes. I’ve thought it over and over since then, and I know I was a cad to suggest such a thing to a 
girl like you. I don’t know quite how to explain how I ever came to such a point. I didn’t mean it as an 
insult.’ 

‘No, Phil, I don’t think you did. It’s just that we regard these things differently, I suppose. Don’t think 
any more about it. I daresay I didn’t make myself as clear as I should, either.’ 

‘No, don’t try to take any of the blame. You didn’t do anything that really justified my—thinking of 
you that way,’ Phil said earnestly. ‘It was just my rotten mind.’ 

‘All right, Phil.’ She smiled, faintly put out by his determination to abase himself. ‘We’ll just take it 
that any implied insult is wiped out now. It was nice of you to want to come and apologise and put 



things right.’ 


‘Oh, but I’m not leaving things like that!’ He got up and came over to where she was sitting. ‘Don’t 
you see? I’ve come round to looking at things your way. You were right, of course. I want you to 
marry me, Patricia. You will, won’t you? You’ve as good as said you have forgiven me. I don’t 
deserve it, but you’ve said it, and that makes everything all right, doesn’t it?' 

Patricia stood up too in her agitation, but when he would have taken her in his arms, she put out 
her hands to prevent him. 

‘But what is it, darling?’ He was divided between anxiety and impatience. ‘Don’t you understand? I 
love you and I want to marry you. You wanted to marry me less than a week ago. You can’t have 
changed. It is all right; isn’t it?’ 

‘No, Phil.’ She found her voice at last. ‘It isn’t all right, if by that you mean that I’ll marry you. It—it 
isn’t as simple as that.’ 

‘But, Patricia, why not? Are you angry still? Did you mean you hadn’t really forgiven me?’ 

‘Oh, it isn’t a question of forgiveness,’ she exclaimed distressedly. ‘Nor of anger either. Do please 
believe that.’ 

‘Then what is it, my dear? Don’t you want to marry me after all?’ 

‘No, Phil, I don’t.’ The absolute certainty of that presented itself to her in all its baldness. ‘I’m 
terribly sorry. It must seem strangely inconsistent of me, but that’s the plain fact. I don’t any longer 
want to marry you.’ 

‘But, darling, you can’t surely stop loving me for something I’ve bitterly regretted—something for 
which, you say you have forgiven me.’ He was almost angry in his vehemence. ‘It’s just that you feel 
sore about the way I behaved, isn’t it? I don’t blame you. I’m willing to wait until you feel better about 
it. Ido understand one can’t wipe out that sort of thing in five minutes.’ 

‘Phil,’ she said slowly, ‘does it strike you that perhaps one can’t ever completely wipe out that sort 
of thing? It’s perfectly true that if you had asked me to marry you a week ago, I should have 
accepted gladly. Perhaps I should have been wrong. I don’t know. Anyway, it’s no good trying to 
settle that at this point. I only know that now I don’t want to marry you.’ 

‘But there must be a reason, Patricia. If you say it’s not anger or resentment, then it must be 
something else. Perhaps—’ he glanced at her with sudden quick knowledge—‘perhaps someone 
else.’ 

She knew that her colour changed slightly. 

‘Is that what it is?’ And then, as she was silent, he answered his own question in a tone of utter 
astonishment. ‘It is that! But who?’ 


Phil, it isn’t for you to—’ 



‘Harnby! Is it Michael Harnby? It can’t be, Patricia, after the way the fellow has made a 
convenience of you—used you as a sort of matrimonial stop-gap! You couldn’t just meekly fall in 
love with him after that. It’s not possible!’ 

Then why go on thinking that?’ Patricia retorted crisply. ‘I’m sure you won’t expect me to discuss 
the question with you any more, Phil. But there’s no harm in my telling you that I shall be leaving 
Michael’s house in a few days now to—to begin earning my own living again. I don’t expect to see 
him after that except for an occasional casual meeting. You can draw your own conclusions from 
that.’ 

He moved uneasily, not confident enough now either to try to take her in his arms or to plead with 
her. 

‘Patricia, is this really your last word on it?’ Even now he seemed unable to accept the fact. 

‘I’m sorry, Phil—yes.’ 

There must have been something very final in the tone of that, because an odd little silence 
followed, and then he said, almost stiffly: 

‘Then I’ll go. Good-night, my dear.’ 

‘Good-night, Phil.’ 

She made no attempt to go with him when he went out of the room. He closed the door 
deliberately behind him, and presently, as she stood there in the middle of the room listening, she 
heard the front door close, too. Then she drew a deep sigh, as though some tension had relaxed, 
and she turned to go back into the drawing-room to rejoin Isobel. 

As she did so, the door opened and Michael came in. 

‘Patricia—’ she thought for a moment that his not very pleased expression was simply due to 
finding her there in his private study; however, he went on at once—‘Was that Phil Magerton I saw 
going out of the house? I only caught a glimpse of him, but I thought—’ 

‘Yes, it was Phil.’ 

‘What the deuce did he want here?’ Then, ‘I’m sorry. I daresay it’s not my business, but—’ He 
paused. 

‘He wanted to see me.’ 

‘Yes, I guessed that.’ He smiled a trifle quizzically. ‘You mean you don’t intend to tell me more than 
that.’ 

‘Oh—no, I don’t mind telling you. He came primarily to apologise for the suggestion he made the 
other day.’ 


High time too!’ 



‘And he asked me to marry him.’ 

‘He—asked you to marry him?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘And what,’ asked Michael slowly and with real curiosity, ‘did you reply?’ 

‘Isaid “No.”’ 

He sat down on the side of the desk and lightly took her hands in his. ‘Did you, Patricia?’ he said 
slowly. ‘I wonder why.’ She smiled almost ruefully. 

‘For the simple reason that I didn’t want to marry him any longer.’ 

‘Because of the disillusionment of being asked to share a flat with him?’ 

‘Partly that, I suppose.’ She looked down at the rather fine, strong hands that were holding hers. 
‘Everything seemed changed, somehow. Perhaps rather a lot of things happened all together, to 
open my eyes. It wasn’t one thing, Michael. It was several things together.’ 

‘It wasn’t one thing, eh?’ 

‘No.’ 

There was a pause. Then he said: 

‘Well, my dear, since you know your own mind so well, there is nothing to do but congratulate you 
on—what shall Isay—’ he smiled—‘something of an escape?’ 

‘I suppose so.’ She smiled in her turn. ‘I have reason to congratulate you too, Michael.’ 

‘Ye—es. In a way.’ He frowned then. 

‘Your mother has told you all about it, of course?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘I’m awfully sorry if you’re feeling blue, Michael. In one sense it must be a shock.’ 

He ruffled up his hair in a perplexed way. 

‘Oh lord, what does one say on these occasions? I ought to feel wretched and blank about losing 
the girl I thought Pat was. I do feel blank, I suppose. Only it’s the blankness of something like relief 
to escape from the girl she had become. Does that sound very shallow and self-pitying?’ 

‘No.’ Patricia shook her head and smiled. ‘After the last few weeks you have had, most people 
would feel they wanted nothing so much as a little peace and freedom from worry. It must seem like 
a last-minute reprieve from what was going to be the worst part of the whole business.’ And then, 



because the subject had to be tackled—and tackled soon—‘I’ll make my arrangements to leave in 
the next few days, Michael.’ 

‘Oh, there’s no hurry about that.’ He looked annoyed. ‘Why need you rush away?’ 

‘Well, I think you know that as well as I do,’ she said with a smile. 

‘I see no reason.’ He was obstinate. 

‘It would be a little—peculiar to go on posing as your wife, after the reason for doing so had 
ceased to exist.’ 

He seemed to see it as her affair then, because he said with a stiff little air of apology: 

‘Of course. I’m sorry, I wasn’t thinking. I only wanted you to know that—that—’ 

‘I know, Michael.’ She patted his arm. ‘You wanted me to know that you weren’t thinking of turning 
me out quickly, even if my job here is done.’ 

‘Well, of course not. And it wasn’t a job.’ He seemed faintly irritated by the word. ‘At least—’ he 
stopped and flushed—‘only in so far as we have to come to some—some financial arrangement 
about it. I don’t know how on earth to assess all your help and understanding, but—’ 

‘Whatever for? Don’t be so absurd, Michael!’ She was divided between amusement and a sort of 
nervous anger that the subject should have to be discussed at all. 

‘Well, I got you into this hole, didn’t I?’ He was as annoyed as she was now. 

‘No, you didn’t. I chose it myself.’ 

Then, if you did, you chose it because it was a job that offered a good salary. Why else should you 
choose it?’ 

‘Perhaps I thought I’d like to be useful,’ she retorted with angry flippancy. 

But he took that quite seriously. 

‘You had no reason to feel like that towards me. You’d never seen me before. The fact was,’ he 
insisted obstinately, ‘you took it on because it was a way of earning a good deal of money at a time 
when you needed it. There’s nothing to be ashamed of in that. I don’t know why you should suddenly 
turn round and refuse what you’ve earned.’ 

‘Well, there’s no need to have an undignified argument,’ Patricia pointed out crisply. ‘Maybe we’d 
better both think it over.’ 

‘I think perhaps you had,’ he agreed, with characteristic obstinacy. 

She was about to challenge that, when he added: ‘Oh, by the way. Mother wanted to see you.’ 


Glad of the opportunity to escape from this discussion, which seemed so unfortunately like 



developing into a quarrel, Patricia went at once. But she found she had not shaken him off that way. 
He came with her. Mrs. Harnby looked undeniably tired after her exciting day but she smiled 
brilliantly at Patricia. 

‘Well, my dear, Michael knows as much as we do now, and I think we all agree there is some 
ground for congratulation.’ 

The congratulations go to you, Mother,’ Michael said with a smile, and Patricia nodded her 
agreement to that. 

Mrs. Harnby shrugged deprecatingly. 

‘It ended very satisfactorily,’ she admitted. ‘But we’re going to miss you, Patricia dear. At least, I 
am. When are you going?’ She didn’t appear to have any illusions about Patricia lingering on. 

‘There’s no need to rush her, Mother!’ Michael sounded annoyed. But Patricia said: 

‘To-morrow, I expect—or the next day.’ 

‘I can’t see that there’s all that hurry,’ began Michael again. 

‘But then you’re not a realist, like your mother,’ Patricia retorted, so sharply that Mrs. Harnby’s 
eyebrows went up. 

‘Dear me, have you two quarrelled?’ she inquired with characteristic frankness. 

‘It’s an altogether ridiculous point,’ Michael said, a little heatedly for him. ‘Patricia took on this 
business on—well, on a business basis. Now she refuses even to discuss—terms.’ 

‘Doesn’t want to accept money, you mean?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘Well, of course she doesn’t. Don’t be absurd, Michael,’ his mother said with decision. 

Michael looked so taken aback at his mother siding with Patricia that Patricia felt sorry for him. 

‘But, Mother, you don’t understand!’ 

‘I understand perfectly well. The child has been thinking—quite correctly—that she has come to be 
regarded as a friend of the family. Of course she doesn’t want money for having helped you. It was 
most humiliating of you to offer.’ 

Michael flushed, and then actually whitened. 

‘I didn’t mean to humiliate her. Patricia ‘—he turned to her with the eagerness of a little boy who 
has accidentally hurt someone—‘I didn’t mean it that way at all. You know, don’t you?’ 


Yes—of course.’ All her anger had gone too, and she took the hand he held out to her. 



‘That’s better.’ Mrs. Hamby smiled. ‘Patricia is perfectly well able to look after herself, my dear. 
You mustn’t think she can’t manage very well without you.’ 

For once in his life, Michael glanced at his mother with anger and irritation. It was impossible, of 
course, for her to know the full circumstances of the case, but, even Patricia—anxious though she 
was not to be indebted to anyone—felt that Mrs. Harnby was dismissing her from the scene with 
rather unfeeling cheerfulness. 

It hurt rather, because she had imagined she did mean almost as much as a daughter-in-law to 
Mrs. Harnby. But of course it was understandable. Michael was her real preoccupation. Now that 
Patricia no longer played a part in his life, she must not expect to receive quite the same attention. 

She said good-night to Mrs. Harnby with quite as much affection as usual, and went out of the 
room. 

She had reached no farther than the head of the stairs, however, before Michael came after her. 

‘Patricia!’ There was something urgent in his tone, and she turned back at once. 

‘Look here, my dear, don’t think I mean it in any patronising or—or humiliating way at all, but I can’t 
leave things as they are. Mother doesn’t understand. You see, I—I can’t help remembering—you 
told me just about how much you had. Darling, I’ve such heaps of the damned stuff.’ He caught her 
hands, and held them against him. ‘Why can’t I give you some?’ 

‘Oh, Michael, you’re so sweet.’ She laughed protestingly and not quite steadily. ‘But will you just let 
me have this little luxury?’ 

‘What luxury, child?’ 

‘To—to give you whatever help I did. Not to sell it.’ 

In the dim light of the upper landing, he suddenly drew her towards him. 

‘Did you want that so much, my dear? To—give me something?’ 

‘Urn—hm.’ She nodded, trying to look very unconcerned and unmoved. ‘It was always you who 
gave and gave and were so generous and imposed upon.’ 

‘Not by you,’ he said quickly. ‘You never imposed on me.’ 

‘Perhaps not. But I had to accept things and I—it’s natural to want to give sometimes, Michael.’ 

‘It’s not natural to want to give quite so lavishly. Only to the people one loves,’ he said quietly. 

She stiffened, but she managed to laugh. 

‘What about the fur coat and the wonderful ring you gave me? You had no excuse for those.’ 


I gave those to you, darling, because I loved you— because, even in those days, there was an 



unspeakable fascination in giving to you. I didn’t know quite why then, of course. It was too early. 
And the—the thrill and the romance were there. It was only when I found I wanted to murder Phil 
Magerton that I began to realise what had happened.’ 

‘Michael, do you mean—’ 

‘Listen, dear. I know it’s terribly soon after the fiasco with Phil—’ 

‘Not to speak of the fiasco with Pat,’ retorted Patricia, with sudden mischief. 

‘You little devil!’ He turned her so that he could see her expression. Then he said slowly, ‘Oh lord! 
what a fool!’ and kissed her between each word. ‘Why, I thought—’ 

‘Yes, I know what you thought. You thought I was sick of men for the moment, and I thought you 
were sick of women. You told me you were!’ 

‘I did?’ 

‘Yes. At least, you said you were done with marriage.’ 

‘Oh! That was when I was afraid I was beginning to give myself away.’ 

‘My dear Michael, you were never in danger of giving yourself away. An oyster is communicative 
about its feelings, compared to you. No wonder I didn’t guess.’ 

‘Well, you didn’t give me much chance of guessing either.’ 

‘No?—No.’ Patricia sucked her underlip thoughtfully. ‘You know the one person who did guess. 
Your mother. That was why she was so casual to me just now. Because she knew you’d get all 
excited and protective at the thought of my being thrust out into a cold world.’ 

‘Do you think so?’ He smiled thoughtfully. 

‘I’m sure of it. Let’s go and ask her.’ 

‘She should be asleep now.’ 

That doesn’t mean she will be.’ And with her hand still in Michael’s, Patricia went back quietly into 
Mrs. Hamby’s bedroom. 

For a moment she thought Michael’s mother was asleep. At any rate her eyes were closed. Then 
she spoke, without opening her eyes. 

‘What is it, my dear?’ 

‘I—we just thought you’d like to know—’ 

‘I do know, dear child. I do know. You don’t suppose I intended it to end any other way, do you?’ 

‘You mean you arranged it?’ Patricia whispered accusingly, as she bent over her. 



Mrs. Harnby opened her bright, rather secretive grey eyes wide, so that they looked exceptionally 
innocent. 

‘Arranged it? Oh, dear me, no. I didn’t arrange it. I merely saw to it that nothing else happened,’ 
she explained. 



